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In Iran elections are a 
show of allegiance not of 
democracy

I
n representative democracies, 
the purpose of elections is 
clear enough: Voting serves as 
a decision-making process by 
which the population chooses 
an individual to hold public 

office. But what purpose do 
elections serve in authoritarian 
regimes such as the Islamic 
Republic of Iran?

How come Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and the 
regime’s propaganda machine 
constantly urge the electorate to 
vote while simultaneously banning 
candidates from running for public 
office?

And how come the electorate 
votes when it is obvious that 
elections in Iran have little influence 
on the selection of the ruling elite or 
policymaking?

The answer to the first question 
can be found in the Islamic 
Republic’s distinct interpretation 
of the act of voting as the renewal 
of allegiance by the umma — the 
Islamic community of believers — to 
the leader of the revolution.

According to this interpretation, 
the act of voting is of greater 
importance than who is elected 
to office. Following this logic, 
the bigger the voter turnout is, 
the firmer is the bond of loyalty 
of the public to the leader and 
the affirmation of the regime’s 
legitimacy.

High voter turnout for elections, 
however, is a double-edged sword 
for the regime in Tehran because 
these historically have resulted 
in a smaller share of support for 
candidates favoured by Khamenei.

Such was the case with the 
reformist Mohammad Khatami’s 
1997 landslide victory over Ali-
Akbar Nateq Nouri, Khamenei’s 
favourite for the presidency. 
Mir-Hossein Mousavi’s popularity 
in the 2009 campaign against the 
incumbent Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 
and Hassan Rohani’s election 
victory over Saeed Jalili in 2013 are 
other examples.

In those instances, larger-than-
expected voter turnout caught 

the regime off guard and 
either led to the victory 
of the candidate least 
favoured by Khamenei or 
the largest anti-regime 
rallies in the history of the 
Islamic Republic, as was 
the case in the aftermath 
of the fraudulent 2009 
presidential election won 
by Ahmadinejad.

The Islamic Republic, 
however, has learned from its 
mistakes and in the run-up to the 
February 26th elections for the 290-
seat Majlis, or parliament, and the 

88-member Assembly of Experts, a 
body that will appoint Khamenei’s 
successor, the regime seems to be 
better prepared to engineer the 
process this time around.

The watchdog Guardian 
Council allows a few “undesirable 
elements”, such as former president 
Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, to stand 
for public office in an attempt to 
mobilise voters, but simultaneously 
disqualifies thousands of other 
candidates. Even if elected, those 
deemed problematic by the clerical 
regime installed by Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini after the 1979 
Islamic revolution will be isolated 
in the political arena and pose no 
serious challenge to Khamenei’s 
authority.

So why does Iran’s electorate 
participate in elections in spite 
of public awareness of how the 
process is manipulated and the 
results doctored? Why vote in 
elections that exert little influence 
on the selection of who rules and 
determines national policies?

The answer to this question can 
be found in the ability of the regime 
to create the illusion that the choice 
is between bad and worse. In order 
to avoid the worse option of being 
governed by incompetents such as 
Ahmadinejad, the public rushes to 
the ballots to vote for technocrats 
from Rohani’s circle.

And to avoid the Assembly 
of Experts being dominated by 
religious zealots such as Ayatollah 
Mohammad-Taqi Mesbah Yazdi, 
they rush to vote for Rafsanjani, 
a master manipulator who has 
become immensely rich over the 
years through questionable dealings 
but retains considerable political 
clout and public support when put 
up against the arch-conservatives 
who hold power.

This game has worked well for 
the regime but one day the Iranian 
public will demand a choice 
between good and bad instead 
of the choice between bad and 
worse. On that day, Khamenei will 
look in vain for the masses whose 
allegiance he thinks he has won.

Ali Alfoneh is a specialist on Iran 
and the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps. He is a senior 
fellow at the Foundation for Defense 
of Democracies in Washington.

T
he just-released International Labour Organisation 
(ILO) report World Employment Social Outlook: Trends 
2016 highlights some of the Arab world’s shortcomings 
in terms of employment, a key source of potential 
instability in the region.

The report came out as riots in Tunisia served as 
reminder of the destabilising potential of youth unem-

ployment. The ILO figures show that labour participation is low and 
unemployment forecasts worrisome in Arab countries outside the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) region.

“In non-GCC countries, unemployment is expected to remain 
elevated and increase further to 15.4% in 2016,” the report warned.

In these countries, especially in North Africa, two specific gaps 
— unmatched elsewhere in the world — further compound the 
unemployment problem.

One is the gender gap. Women are almost three times more likely 
to be unemployed than men, despite the fact that more young 
women than men in the Arab world are graduating from universi-
ties these days. The second is the age gap: At 28.4% in 2015, the 
youth unemployment rate in the MENA region is almost five times 
higher than the joblessness rate for older adults, according to the 
ILO report.

In North Africa, youth unemployment is even higher than the 
Arab average: 30% for both sexes and 45% for young women.

Youth unemployment is often the result of a mismatch between 
the training provided by educational systems and what the job 
market needs. Urgent educational reform is more than ever 
required.

The high rate of joblessness among young people is also a reflec-
tion of an over-reliance on public sector employment, notes the 
report. The civil service in Tunisia, Egypt and many other Arab 
countries employs many more people than are necessary. The 
Tunisian government was right in rejecting public service recruit-
ment as a solution to the country’s endemic youth unemployment 
problem. While mindsets among young people have to evolve, 
governments must play a major role in this crisis period.

Unemployment as a whole is fundamentally the result of the lack 
of economic growth. The region’s economies are simply not grow-
ing fast enough to create value-added jobs for young people. Major 
economic reform cannot be delayed.

The ILO expects economic growth in most of North Africa to 
remain “too low and not sufficiently inclusive to make a significant 
impact on youth unemployment”. Tunisia, for instance, cannot 
create job opportunities with gross domestic product (GDP) growth 
estimated at close to zero. Economic growth in Jordan and Lebanon 
slowed in 2015 to 2.0% and 2.9%, respectively. War and the influx of 
refugees are diminishing the ability of Iraq, Jordan and Lebanon to 
create jobs.

Ending wars and conflicts are, among other things, economic 
necessities. But, if the war ended today, Syria would still require 20 
years of 3% GDP growth to reach the 2010’s level of economic 
output. It took Lebanon’s GDP 20 years to recover from civil war.

With the preponderance of the informal sector, economies of the 
region are plagued by precarious labour and child employment. The 
MENA labour force counts more than 9.2 million children, an 
anomaly that further hinders a viable solution to unemployment.

A clear vision is urgently needed in the Arab world on how to get 
out of the socio-economic morass and provide hope and opportu-
nity to the young who legitimately yearn for a better present and 
future.

Unemployment 
is a source of instability 
in MENA

The regime is able to 
create the illusion 
that the choice is 
between bad and 
worse.

Ali Alfoneh

High voter 
turnout  is a 
double-edged 
sword for the 
regime in Tehran.


