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The process of democracy seems fleeting in the Islamic Republic of Iran and studying democratic trends is never an
exact science. Iran is not your usual authoritarian state[1] and unlike its Arab neighbors, it is a hybrid between
competitive elections and religious autocracy. Ultimately power remains in the hands of one supreme individual who
controls and oversees a group of unelected clerics and a strong security apparatus. At the same this unelected body
regularly holds an electoral process for a representative parliament that adds a dimension of uncertainty to the
political process. The uncertainty in this process sees the growth of competing interests within the political system
and allows the development of democratically committed opposition groups and social movements.

The Green Movement was one such opposition social movement that arose out of popular protests from late 2009 to
early 2010 against the landslide victory of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. The movement challenged the
legitimacy of the regime and was one of the biggest social movements since 1979; however it ultimately failed. As a
consequence of this challenge, the Iranian regime responded heavily and repressed the Green Movement and its
leaders[2], and the results of the election were never annulled. Despite the rise of this popular social movement,
authoritarianism in Iran remained resilient and the Ahmadinejad presidency would economically cripple and politically
isolate Iran for years to come.[3]

This essay will examine how structural, societal and internal social factors maintain the legitimacy and durability of
authoritarianism in Iran. It will argue that the combination of these factors allows the state to be flexible and adaptable
when dealing with outside challenges. The ability of these factors to quell the 2009 protests demonstrates the
resilience and durability of authoritarianism in the post-2009 election period. This paper will be analyzed in three
parts. The first part of this essay will look at structural factors and examine the power of the Iranian Revolutionary
Guard Corps (IRGC) in the state. Secondly, this essay will explore the social mechanisms that allow authoritarianism
to continue in Iran by looking at the ‘dual’ social welfare policy of the Iranian state and the differences in dialogue that
occurs between the regime and different social classes. Thirdly, this paper will examine the elite fragmentation in the
regime during elections to illustrate the effectiveness of elite adaptability in maintaining authoritarian rule within Iran.
The elections of 2009 and the subsequent rise of the Green Movement will be used as examples to demonstrate how
these existing social and institutional structures have adapted to continue the regime’s authoritarian existence. [4]

The Flexibility of Institutional control: The IRGC and the 2009 Elections

Following the Iraq-War of 2003, there was a systematic militarization of the government, state institutions and
economy in the Iranian state. The developing military threat of US presence in the region hastened the rise of the
principal coercive organ of the state apparatus into the Iranian polity – the Pasdaran (Iranian Revolutionary Guards
Corps or IRGC).[5] Authority in the ruling elite of the Iranian state lies between a tenuous alliance between the
conservative clergy in the Guardian Council and the IRGC.[6] The IRGC had maintained itself as an active organ of
the Supreme Leader, but increased factionalization in Iranian politics allowed the IRGC and its brand of neo-
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conservatism to infiltrate more into the political system. [7] This has allowed the IRGC to have a greater role in the
Iranian polity and essentially entrench itself as a function and decision maker in the Iranian authoritarian system.[8]

The IRGC gained considerable influence within the Iranian regime after the election of President Ahmadinejad in the
2005 elections and the new conservative revolution that followed. This would spell defeat to the reformist movement
and the start of a new political and social discourse.[9] Ahmadinejad would oversee the parachuting of IRGC
members into key political, economic and social organs of the state.[10] Ahmadinejad’s cabinet would contain mainly
‘middle aged, strongly ideological, second-generation revolutionaries without any political experience.’[11] A majority
of the cabinet (including two clerics) would have a background in the IRGC and the military and intelligence
apparatus.

Economically, the privatization of state assets in 2005 saw the consolidation of economic power in the Iranian
leadership and IRGC as these organizations transferred ‘relatively transparent parts of the public sector to parts of
the public sector shielded from public scrutiny’[12]. By the time of the protests in 2009, you have a firmly entrenched
faction representing the security apparatus that have formed themselves into a new center of elite representation
within the Iranian polity. Their consolidation of power would remap the factional political landscape into a new
security oligarchy and allow them greater flexibility in their dealings with the power structure.

The role of the IRGC in the 2009 elections was very prominent. Units of the Basij were directly involved in pro-
Ahmadinejad’s political campaign and organized massive rallies throughout the country.[13] They were also present
at voting stations and the vote counting process adding to the opposition’s claims of a fraudulent election. A
systematic use of propaganda was employed in the pre and post-election period. The IRGC also identified and
arrested ‘cyber activists attacking and penetrating Iranian websites’ and increased the scope and number of Basij to
‘fight against foreign and subversive cultural and social influence’ in the immediate post-election period.[14]

The Green movement and the protests that followed were a direct challenge to the entrenched political power that the
IRGC had obtained, and the regime responded with the full force of the security apparatus. The IRGC implemented a
typically harsh response, but it did not escalate the violence to total political and societal repression.[15] From the
success of the actions taken in 2009, it appeared that the IRGC’s monopoly and use of coercive force had become
more adaptable, emboldened and unified due to their consolidation of power. This meant that the IRGC had become
more ‘perverse and capricious [and] they are also more reactive to multiple and shifting challenges.’[16]

Understanding the structural significance of the IRGC in maintaining authoritarian resilience is important.
Ahmadinejad’s tenure allowed the security apparatus to embed itself within the Iranian state to such a degree that it
had a majority stake in maintaining the status quo. The Green Movement could not obtain the support of the security
and military establishment since the military’s interests were firmly embedded in the state and the body politic. The
IRGC’s alliance with conservative elements meant that it had broad-based support in continuing the presidency of
Ahmadinejad. This also meant an ever-increasing reliance on the IRGC to maintain control over society and the
functions of the regime.

As a consequence, the IRGC was able to contain the protests and suppress the demonstrations using the existing
coercive organs of state that it controlled and its influence in the political system. The ability of the IRGC to respond
to the rise of the Green Movement and opposition demonstrated the structural effectiveness of this new younger
generation of political leaders in maintaining the status quo. The IRGC has had both a structural and self—interested
role in the maintenance of the authoritarian character of the state, and this was demonstrated by its ability to quash
effectively the protests of the Green Movement in 2009. As the IRGC entrenched their authority in the state and
Iranian polity, this has given them greater autonomy to respond to societal and political pressures..

 The Welfare state: A dialogue between citizen and regime

Structural and political control is important in demonstrating the resilience of authoritarianism in the Iranian state
post-2009. However, it only explains the interaction between elites and the opposition from a state vs. society
perspective. This explanation fails to take into account local and social agency that affects not just the elites but also
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the broader masses. Welfare policy is another explanation for the resilience of authoritarianism. It is easy to argue
that those who make up the urban and rural poor are passive in the passage of high politics. However it is in the
informal sectors active political interaction with the regime combined with their reliance on state subsidies that
facilitates the ability of the state to maintain its authoritarian durability. What this means is that the ‘Welfare project’ in
Iran is not ‘a hegemonic project of ideological extortion coupled with a crass political machine where public goods are
narrowly targeted at the poorer strata to secure mobilization or at least, complacency’.[17] Welfare policy is instead a
tool of socialization and mobilization between the regime and lower classes within the Iranian political system.

Iranian social policy consists of two separate forms of welfare that target different strata within Iranian society. The
largest form of public goods is the corporatist welfare regime which includes institutions such as the Social Security
Organization (SSO) and the Civil Service Retirement Organization (CSRO). These bodies oversee the beneficiaries
of the Iranian middle and working classes with subsidies such as goods, medical services, and energy.[18] These
organizations contribute this ‘middle-class welfare’ to around 27 million people. The second form of welfare is the
‘Martyrs Welfare State’, which consists of parallel state organizations such as the Basij, the Bonyads and most
importantly the Imam Khomeini Relief Committee (IKRC).[19] These parallel state institutions contribute to ‘6-7
million beneficiaries and dependents out of a population of 70 million’[20]. According to Kevan Harris, the duality of
this welfare system allows flexibility within the regime to respond to social demands and change. However, both
systems have promoted the development of social protest movements while at the same creating a patronage
network for maintaining regime durability.[21]

The middle-class welfare system creates a widening gap between the subalterns of the urban and rural poor, and the
middle and working classes. This middle-class welfare constitutes a massive amount of the Iranian state’s budget
and acts (to a degree) autonomously from the state. As a consequence, it has inevitably led to disenfranchisement in
the Iranian middle classes as they seek autonomy from the political bureaucratization and dominating social policies
of the state.[22] While the middle classes seek more independence from the overburdening state apparatus, the
parallel welfare state plays a daily part of people’s life in urban areas and rural communities.

These institutions (although bureaucratic in structure) allow personal communication with managers and higher
authorities creating a direct connection between the regime and the sub-proletariat.[23] As Harris points out, the
urban and rural poor ‘interact with various state apparatus on a much more frequent basis than Iranians located in
the formal professional and working classes’.[24] This allows a symbiotic connection to occur between the regime
and the poor enabling the facilitation of economic and social grievances at a localized level. It also produces a
discourse of ‘revolution rights talk’ similar to other post-revolutionary regimes but these urban and rural poor are still
dependent on the state. [25] This kind of connection is also extended to health and housing systems in villages and
poorer urban communities.

These networks present an interesting socialization and mobilization tool between the regime and those of the lower
classes. By the incorporation of these poorer classes into the state as well as trying to reduce absolute poverty, this
has allowed the regime to maintain a dialogue with these subaltern classes. This exchange allows institutional
flexibility when dealing with social and popular grievances from these informal sectors of society, staving off major
unrest in times of social upheaval.[26] Political decisions are often made through these informal channels, and these
allegiances are based more on the patronage of the state rather than ideological affiliation.[27] It is these forms of
welfare that have created the necessary elements for regime resilience during the 2009 protests.

The Green Movement in 2009 was an expansion of middle-class empowerment and frustration. The middle-classes
inability to access the political and cultural capital needed for the maintenance of middle-class lifestyles during a
period of authoritarianism and populist policies, did not have resonance with the sub-proletariat classes.[28] The
Green Movement’s inability to present a unified message and facilitate dialogue that crossed class boundaries and
overcome the socialization and mobilization tools used by the regime was one reason for its failure. The ability for
these lower classes to vent their frustrations through these welfare channels demonstrates the ability the regime
possesses to placate and mobilize the masses when political and social upheaval (like in the post-2009 election
period) occur.
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 Electoral adaptability: Elite Disunity and Elections 

Authoritarianism in Iran is very different from its Arab counterparts. Its hybrid regime presents a unique combination
of pluralism in its electoral process without a single significant ruling party. The Iranian state is not a homogeneous
Leviathan but encompasses many different positions and interests from throughout the political and institutional
spectrum. Electoral competition allows the regime to ‘institutionalize opposition’ and create a platform for the
dissemination of elite factionalism. The Islamic regime allows factions and personalities to ‘enter into loose coalitions,
jockey for influence with the system, represent different social constituencies and offer competing interpretations of
the legacy of the revolution.’[29]

Authoritarian Resilience is based on this elite fragmentation where competition between conservative and reformist
factions seek to maintain the status quo or reform (not change) the current Islamic state model. However, the
unpredictability of elections means that these elites factions still have to pursue electoral strategies to win power.[30]
The competitive environment, however, does allow opposition social movements to ‘fully capitalize on these
opportunities and develop new contentious repertoires’[31] as was demonstrated in the Green Movements strategies
in 2009. Moreover, it is the elites ability to react and adapt to the unpredictability of these electoral outcomes which
illustrates the resilience of authoritarianism in post-2009 Iran

Elites both have social connections and patronage networks as well as representation in state institutions. Their
participation in elections serves to sustain the authoritarian model of the state with the veneer of democratic
pluralism. Elites still use and work within the system to promote their own political and ideological ambitions.[32] In
the 2005 election, Ahmadinejad and the conservatives’ success lay in its ability to use electoral strategies that the
reformers had used previously. Their ability to promote policies directed at the urban poor, rural communities and
religious conservatives through themes of Islamic social justice and morality proved very successful. [33] It appeared
that the conservative faction had used their plentiful resources through financial dominance, patronage networks and
control over institutions to win the popular vote. This illustrates a level of flexibility within the factions in the regime to
adapt to the unpredictability of the electoral processes and utilize their resources to compete and win elections.

The assault by the conservative faction to undermine the legitimacy of the electoral process led to a backlash from
the reformist movement in 2009. As a consequence, the Green Movements’ protest arose. Threatened by a direct
challenge to their authority, the regime responded with a process of heavy repression. However despite the massive
social upheaval and protests caused by the Green Movement, there were no elite defections in the regime. While Mir-
Hossein Mousavi and Mehdi Karroubi remained defiant, many of the elite clerics remained conflicted about what to
do about the protest movement.

Several anti-Ahmadinejad clerics adopted a ‘wait and see’ policy and only committed themselves to the regime when
the movement had lost significant traction.[34] Despite the indications of elite disunity, the regime remained viable
and showed no signs of collapsing. The resilience of authoritarianism in the 2009 case demonstrates the adaptability
of the regime and its elites ability to react and manage the uncertainty of these electoral outcomes. To maintain
power, the regime sustained elite support and did not opt for total repression- a move that could have eroded the
legitimacy of the regime further. [35]

This essay has demonstrated the reasons for the resilience of authoritarianism in Iran after the 2009 elections. The
brand of authoritarianism that Iran advocates is not one rigid state apparatus but a combination of differing factors
that compete for influence within the system. The ability of these institutions and the actors within them has allowed a
greater degree of flexibility when responding to social and political pressures. The elections of 2009 are different from
previous times because for the first time a genuine opposition movement had arisen outside the elite circle and tested
the resilience of Iran’s authoritarian model. The entrenchment of the security apparatus in the Iranian polity and
economy provided a necessary structural factor that helped maintain and bolster the authoritarian tendencies of the
state.

As the IRGC attempted to manipulate the elections to secure further political power in the state, they were met with
opposition. However, their monopoly on violence and the conservative clergy’s dependency on the entrenched
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institutional power of the IRGC meant that the regime was able to quell and proportionately quash the Green
Movement without bringing further instability and alienating their position in the regime. It further demonstrated the
flexibility of institutional control in Iranian society, as entrenched IRGC structural power was able to adapt to the
societal and political pressures that sought to undermine its dominant position. This adaptability from a structural
level demonstrates the regime’s authoritarian resilience.

On a societal level, the duality of the welfare regime within Iran provides care and needs to different segments of
Iranian society. The parallel organizations of the Iranian state such as the IKRC, however, supplements the
subalterns of society and provide a powerful mobilizing force. This welfare system provides a socialization and
mobilization tool that has direct access to the urban and rural communities. It facilitates a free-flowing dialogue
between the regime and these classes, which provides an avenue for venting social and economic frustrations.
Moreover, this favors the regime to implement appropriate responses to social and political grievances to stop mass
discontent. While it does not promote loyalty to the regime, this dialogue facilitates a strong bond between the state
and society that allows the regime easier access to mobilize these classes if necessary.

The 2009 elections and Green Movement illustrate the social divide between the middle and sub-proletariat classes.
The urban and rural poor are not passive citizens to the regime but the inability of the middle classes to communicate
a message that could transcend these class and societal boundaries did not occur. The regime’s ability to provide
this personal exchange that responds the rural poor’s livelihood and social grievances allows the authoritarian
tendencies of the regime to continue in the post-2009 period.

The competition between elites plays a viable part in the resilience of the regime in Iran. While both factions fight over
the way that power is implemented, they mostly have grown from within the structure of the regime whether through
patronage or institutions. In the case of the election of 2009, the opposition movement’s lack of ability to secure
patronage from elite disunity meant that many elites sided with the status quo, particularly as the movement called for
serious political reforms. The ability of the conservative factions younger generation to adapt and use the electoral
system to its benefit demonstrates the flexibility and resilience of the regime. Electoral struggles do however allow the
development of political change in Iran. The 2009 election results and subsequent quashing of the Green Movement
saw Ahmadinejad and the conservatives continue up to 2013, however, the election of President Hassan Rouhani as
a candidate on the reformist platform (despite him not being a reformer) demonstrates the ebb and flow of this
electoral process as it seeks to maintain the authoritarian character of the Iranian state.
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