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 ConClUsion

Article 115 of the Constitution sets the Presidential 
candidate’s criterion thus: “The President must 
be elected from among religious and political 
personalities (men). The unelected Guardian 
Council is responsible for overseeing the approval 
of candidates’ qualifications and elections.” 
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Many people, including women, register, but the 
Guardian Council categorically disqualifies them as the 
Constitution stipulates. Only men who have shown 
their heart-felt and practical allegiance to the supreme 
leader are permitted to run. 

The Guardian Council has no criteria for disqualification 
other than the opinion of the Supreme Leader Ali 
Khamenei. 

In 2013 and 
2017, the Council 
disqualified two-
term presidents 
Akbar Hashemi 
Rafsanjani and 
Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad. 

Candidates 
can begin 
campaigning from 
May 27 until June 
17, 2021.

Following January 2018 and November 2019, 
uprisings, the conditions have changed for both 

factions in the upcoming elections:

In May 2020, Khamenei announced his desire for a 
“young Hezbollahi Government.”.  In his speech on 
March 21, 2021, he set seven criteria for his preferred 
president.

These developments portend what is to come as far 
as the presidential election is concerned. The same 
thing happened during the parliamentary elections in 
March 2020, where the Guardian Council disqualified 
most of the rival camp’s candidates.   

The regime’s public and non-public 
surveys have predicted and expressed 
grave concern over a lower turnout for 
the presidential election than the March 
2020 parliamentary election farce. 

The Velayat-e-Faqih regime is composed of mafia-like 
factions whose vested interests have always caused 
serious internal feuding at the top echelons of power. Its 
two main factions are known as principlists (hardliners) 
and “reformists.” Growing increasingly weak and 
vulnerable, Khamenei has so far had no choice but to 
instruct the Guardian Council to approve both factions’ 
candidates. If Khamenei’s March 21 is any indication, 
however, this time, he seems to have made up his mind 
to purge the rival faction.  

The so-called reformist faction, 
known as “followers of the Imam’s 
line” under the regime’s founder 
Khomeini, played a key role in the US 
embassy occupation, in running the 
security services, the prisons, and 
in repression and terrorism. After 
Khamenei became the supreme 
leader that faction conveniently 
proclaimed itself to be “reformist.” 
Today it consists of approximately 12 
groups and parties, organized since 
2013 in a body called “High Council 
for Policy planning” headed by 
Mohammad-Reza Aref, vice president 
under Mohammad Khatami from 
2001 to 2005. This grouping formed 
the “Iranian Reform Front” on 
February 14, 2021.  This faction 
faces two problems as it pertains to 
the upcoming presidential election. 

The Principlists  (Khamenei’s faction) 
currently comprise four political tendencies: 
The Unity Council, the Conservative Alliance, 
the Perseverance Front, and Ahmadinejad’s 
faction  

Disqualification of its primary 
candidates by the Guardian 
Council 

The Unity Council: The Association 
of Combatant Clergy that supported 
Khomeini before the revolution and 
the Society of Seminary Teachers of 
Qom (pro-Khamenei clerics) around 
which this faction is organized.   
Manouchehr Mottaki is the 
spokesperson for the Unity Council, 
and former parliament speaker Ali 
Larijani is their preferred candidate.  

The Conservative Alliance headed 
by Mohammad Ali Haddad Adel, 
Khamenei’s son-in-law: They are a 
group of fundamentalists who back 
Khamenei in his efforts to purge 
the rival faction and consolidate his 
rule. The IRGC and the paramilitary 
Basij militias constitute the core of 
this coalition formed under various 
names in 2005. Led by Khamenei’s 
son, Mojtaba, this coalition pursues 
the contraction policy. Several IRGC 
commanders are among his faction’s 
presidential candidates.

The Perseverance Front:  It supported 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in 2005.   
However, after Ahmadinejad’s rift 
with Khamenei, this faction parted 
ways with the former president and 
renamed itself the Perseverance 
Front. Former IRGC Brig.Gen. 
Sadegh Mahsouli heads this faction, 
which has endorsed Saeed Jalili, the 
Supreme National Security Council’s 
former Secretary. 

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad: He 
is considered a member of the 
principlist faction but not favored 
by Khamenei and will most likely be 
disqualified again, as was the case in 
the 2017 presidential election. 

The factions loosely coalesced 
around Khamenei suffer from deep 
schisms, especially after January 
2017 and November 2019 uprisings. 
Each faction has invoked the criteria 
set by Khamenei to put forward its 
own candidate. None seems to be 
willing to withdraw in favor of the 
others.  

The Current and former IRGC commanders disagree over each of the candidates 
proposed by factions allied with Khamenei.

Former IRGC Minister Mohsen Rafiqdoost and the Armed Forces Chief of Staff 
Maj. Gen. Mohammad Bagheri support former IRGC Commander-in-Chief 
and current Expediency Council Secretary Mohsen Rezaei. IRGC CIC Maj. 
Gen. Hossein Salami urged others to endorse Brig. Gen. Rostam Ghasemi 
(Ahmadinejad’s Oil Minister and the Quds Force’s deputy for economic affairs). 
IRGC’s Aerospace Force Commander Brig. Gen. Amir Ali Hajizadeh supports 
the former Khatam Al-Anbiya Garrison Commander Saeed Mohammad. So 
far, factions have disagreed on a compromise candidate.  

There is a major rift between the Unity Council, the Conservative Alliance, 
and the Perseverance Front. The same holds within the IRGC, on the other. 
The impasse is expected to continue at least until the candidates officially 
register.

Cleary, Khamenei has decided to do 
his utmost to ensure the victory of 
his preferred candidate. However, 
the factions who support him have 
not yet decided who that candidate 
should be.  It is also unclear whether 
Khamenei will accept a serious 
candidate from the “reformist”-
Rouhani factions to ensure a high 
and enthusiastic turnout as he called 
for during his Nowruz address.  

In 2005, Supreme Leader Ali 
Khamenei decided to consolidate 
his rule by securing Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad’s election through 
electoral “engineering”. In 2009, 

However, Khamenei failed to do the 
same thing in the 2013 and 2017 
elections when Hassan Rouhani 

became president. 

The Guardian Council 
has 12 members, six 
clerics, and six jurists. 
Khamenei appoints 
the six clerics, and 
the Judiciary Chief, 
whom Khamenei 
appoints, picks the six 
jurists. So, in effect, 
all Council members 
are chosen by the 
Supreme Leader.   

The regime’s 13th 
presidential election 
will be held on June 
18, 2021. 

The Registration is set for 
May 11 to May 15, 2021. The Guardian 

Council will review 
their qualifications 

for 10 days 

The Guardian 
Council will 

announce its final 
decision on May 
26 and 27, 2021. 

The regime’s 
Interior Ministry 
put the March 2020 
election turnout 
at 42% nationwide 
and about 20% for 
Tehran. However, 
an internal Ministry 
report put the 
turnout at 20% 
and 9% nationwide 
and in Tehran, 
respectively.  

Non-Public Statement
by the regime’s 

Ministry of Interior

Public Statement
by the regime’s 

Ministry of Interior

Six months after the 
June 2016 elections, 
during the January 
2018 uprising, 
the people clearly 
rejected both regime 
factions with the 
slogan, “Reformer, 
hardliners, the game 
is now over.”

A nationwide election boycott 
after the uprisings of January 
2017 and November 2019
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