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The dilemma of the Guardian Council” in Iran between the
democracy of texts and the powers of the Supreme Leader
Abstract

The Guardian Council (Shora-ye Negahban) is considered one of the most
important judicial institutions established in Iran after the 1979 Revolution,
with the mandate to ensure respect for the sovereignty of the Constitution
and the protection of rights and freedoms. In principle, it enjoys
independence according to constitutional provisions, and it is entrusted with
major responsibilities, most notably overseeing the constitutionality of laws
and safeguarding the principle of separation of powers. Nevertheless, the
political reality in Iran raises questions regarding the extent to which these
principles are actually upheld, amid indications that the system of Velayat-e
Fagih (Guardianship of the Jurist) effectively empties these constitutional
provisions of their substance through mechanisms of domination and control
exercised by the Supreme Leader of the Islamic Revolution.

Against this backdrop, the significance of the present study lies in its
systematic examination of the functions and performance of the Guardian
Council, with particular emphasis on the practical nature of its operations.
This inquiry inevitably leads to a fundamental research question: Does the
supervisory authority of the Guardian Council constitute an adequate
safeguard for the democratic character of the Iranian political system, or
does political practice reveal its alignment with the authority of the Supreme
Leader? To address this question, the study adopts a descriptive—analytical
methodology, aiming to identify the structural and functional features of the
Guardian  Council—including its composition, institutional design,
constitutional competencies, and supervisor mechanisms—from a
theoretical perspective, while critically analyzing its actual role in either
reinforcing or constraining the power of the Supreme Leader. Consistent
with this methodological framework, the study is structured around an
introductory section, three substantive chapters, and a concluding section.
The introduction outlines the significance of the research topic, its
objectives, and its methodological approach. The first chapter addresses the
Guardian Council, focusing on its concept, composition, and constitutional
powers. The second chapter examines the constitutional and practical
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authority of the Supreme Leader. The third chapter explores the central
dilemma of the Guardian Council, situated between the democratic
aspirations embodied in constitutional provisions and the empirical realities
of political practice under the authority of the Supreme Leader. Keywords:
Guardian Council, Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Powers of
the Supreme Leader Khamenei.
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