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JOURNALISM OF COURAGE

How Iran’s power pyramid came
to be, with Supreme Leader at
top

Post-1979 Iran was born from a mix of politics and religion, with processes built to
ensure continuity. That being said, the system faces unprecedented challenges at
present.
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The assassination of Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, 86, the Supreme Leader of the Islamic
Republic of Iran, marks the end of a significant figure of a style of leadership that the
Islamic Revolution of 1978-79 and the country’s post-revolution politics have

produced.

Khamenei was killed in an attack by the US and Israeli forces, and a process to find
his successor was set in motion immediately, so that the Assembly of Experts, a

deliberative body, can choose the next leader.

ALSO IN EXPLAINED | Where does Iran — and the world — go from Khamenei death? All
you need to know

Meanwhile, the three-member Interim Leadership Council that will assume the
duties of the Supreme Leader has already been formed under Constitutional
provisions. The events showcase the established procedures that the Iranian political

system has in place for times of crisis.]
Threads of religion and politics

Ayatollah Khamenei represented and led a political system consisting of hierarchical

but interrelated institutions and a political culture developed through a variety of

processes over the last 47 years, since the revolution.

Iran after Khamenei: Who Why Nehru supported Iran-Israel war latest

will lead the country, how China'’s bid for UNSC seat, news: IndiGo cancels 160
the successor will be over offers to India from international flights on
decided the US and the USSR March 2 — Full list

The close linkages between religion and politics in the Shia-majority Iran have a

history that predates 1979. The anti-monarchist ethos of Shia religious leaders and

https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/explained-global/how-irans-power-pyramid-came-to-be-with-supreme-leader-at-top-10561812/

2/10


Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight


3/3/26, 8:14 AM How Iran&#8217;s power pyramid came to be, with Supreme Leader at top
their participation in a range of political movements in modern Iranian political

history warrants recognition here.

Key examples include the Tobacco Movement of the 19th century, launched against
concessions granted by the Iranian royals to the British, the Constitutional
Revolution of 1906-11 for a constitutional monarchy, agitations against a reform
package under Muhammad Reza Shah Pahlavi in 1963 (called the White Revolution),
and the 1979 revolution. An anti-monarchist stance was visible in the participation
of religious leaders.
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*KEY BODIES

Interim Leadership Council

Under Article 111 of Iran’s Constitution, a
temporary leadership council would assume
the Supreme Leader’s duties until a successor
is elected. This council comprises President
Masoud Pezeshkian; Chief Justice of the
Supreme Court, Gholam-Hossein Mohseni-
Eje’i; and Ayatollah Alireza Arafi, deputy
chairman of the Assembly of Experts and a
member of the Guardian Council.

Supreme National Security
Council (SNSC)

Responsible for debating and building
consensus on critical national security issues,
the SNSC s Iran’s top national security body.
While the president serves as its chairman, its
other members include top ministers, the
Speaker of parliament, the Chief Justice, and top
military officials representing the armed forces
and the IRGC, among others.
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Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps (IRGC)

The IRGC is the strongest and best-equipped
section of Iran's armed forces. Formed soon
after the 1979 Islamic Revolution, it answers
directly to the Supreme Leader — unlike the
ordinary military. Over the decades, it has
gained and extended its influence both at
home and abroad.
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Basij and Quds Force

® The Basij militia, an internal security
paramilitary force controlled by the IRGC, is
often used to crack down on protests inside Iran.

®The Quds Force, an elite IRGC unit focusing
on special operations outside Iran, has
spearheaded the country’s regional strategy of
supporting affiliated Shiite groups in West Asia.

Assembly of Experts

Made up of senior ayatollahs elected every
eight years, the Assembly is the body that
appoints the Supreme Leader. The constitution
also gives it power to question and even
dismiss a leader. In practice, the republic’s
most senior figures usually choose the leader,
which is then approved by the Assembly.

Guardian Council

Half appointed by the Supreme Leader and half
by the Chief Justice of Iran, the 12-member
Guardian Council can veto laws passed by
parliament and disqualify election candidates.
In the past, this mandate has been used to
block notential critics of Khamenei.
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The ideological leadership provided by the first Supreme Leader, Ayatollah
Khomeini, while remaining in exile in France, for the 1979 revolution was crucial in
shaping the character of both the revolution and the Islamic Republic established

after its success.

While almost every section of the Iranian population participated in the anti-Shah
protests of the late ’70s, including the communists and workers, the religious section
was able to muster more legitimacy and popularity during and immediately after the

Revolution due to its ideological and strategic leadership.

ALSO READ | Ayatollah Ali Khamenei dead: How the Supreme Leader transformed Iran

The strategic advantage for the Shia clergy can be attributed to multiple factors, a
significant one being the role of mosques as a major site of political activism. The
Friday prayer gatherings became a pivotal point of religio-political assembly. This
was because the Shah’s apparatuses, like his secret police known as SAVAK,
surveilled public places, leaving mosques among the few bast (sanctuary) in a

repressive society.
Khomeini and Khamenei

The ideological leadership of religious scholars and intellectuals further lent a
revolutionary interpretation of religious texts and practices. It enabled people to link
the transformative potential of their belief system to the requirements of anti-

monarchist and anti-imperialist political action.

While Islamic interpretations given by intellectuals like Ali Shariati did not envisage
a political leadership of the clergy, Ayatollah Khomeini’s interpretations on the
linkages between Islam and politics projected the idea of Islamic Government under

the leadership of the religious jurisprudence. Khomeini’s idea of velayat-e-faqih (rule
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of the jurisprudent) thus became a cornerstone of the political system, covering not

only his political theology, but also the post-revolutionary government.

The Islamic Republic’s Constitution drew heavily from Ayatollah Khomeini’s ideas
mentioned above and from the republicanism of the French political system. The
overarching power of the Supreme Leader in the 1979 Constitution is adopted from

the rule of the jurisprudent idea.

Ayatollah Khomeini was followed by Ayatollah Ali Khamenei as the Supreme Leader
after Khomeini died in 1989. The Constitutional changes in 1989 led to some
reassigning of roles and the abolition of the position of the Prime Minister, but the
system broadly maintained its original character. The level of power that Khomeini
wielded was curtailed to an extent and the Prime Minister’s functions were
distributed to the President and the Speaker of the Majlis through a constitutional

amendment.

The Supreme Leader, selected by the elected Assembly of Experts, a popularly
elected President and the Majlis (the Parliament) represent different facets of the
political system. The selection of Khomeini’s successor was not without controversy.
Even though Ayatollah Montazeri was designated to the position, it ultimately went
to Ayatollah Khamenei, who was already President of Iran for two terms between
1981 and 1989.

His presidency saw the eight-year Iran-Iraq war. It was a time of both a war on the
external front and internal consolidation of the republic’s power. As someone who
fought in the war, as Supreme Leader, he made it a point to regularly visit the

families of martyrs of the war, even until his death.

In that sense, Ayatollah Khamenei fit both religious and political roles well. Usually
known for his hardline politics internationally, and seen as a pragmatic leader by
some Iranian analysts, his leadership came under severe scrutiny in recent years.
The Mahsa Amini protests of 2022 and the recent demonstrations over economic
frustrations pointed to domestic concerns over the regime’s authoritarian rule and

Iran’s global economic isolation — particularly in the West. His idea of a resistance

https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/explained-global/how-irans-power-pyramid-came-to-be-with-supreme-leader-at-top-10561812/

8/10


Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight

Highlight


3/3/26, 8:14 AM How Iran&#8217;s power pyramid came to be, with Supreme Leader at top

economy — one that is self-reliant to confront economic sanctions — was not enough

to overcome Iran’s economic woes.
After Supreme Leader

The political system of Iran has seen elections being regularly held for the
presidency, the Majlis and local governments. The ideological divergence among the
so-called reformists and hardliners has remained a major feature of Iranian politics
for decades now. Ayatollah Khamenei, even while supporting hardline candidates in
presidential and parliamentary elections, developed a political practice of the
Supreme Leader to manage differences and to work with different factions. For
instance, his fatwa on the non-use of nuclear weapons and his approval of various
nuclear negotiations including the signing of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA) in 2015 with Western nations, showed that ideology and pragmatism could

co-exist in important realms of state conduct.

Another component of the state’s power is the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC), founded immediately after the Iranian Revolution of 1979. It expanded its
activities not only in the general sense of defending the revolution but also in
projecting Iran’s power in the West Asian region through support for militant
organisations like Hamas in Gaza and Hezbollah in Lebanon. Ayatollah Khamenei

also considered it an integral factor in ensuring the political system’s stability.

However, continued sanctions, Iran’s international isolation and the Iranian people’s
desire to have more say in the affairs of the country, along with a more meaningful

participation, created a significant divergence between the system and its people.

After 47 years of the Islamic Republic, there are many legitimate questions that arise
out of the gap between people’s demands and perceptions on the one hand, and the
delivery and conduct of the state on the other. The ongoing war, the attack on its
sovereignty and the assassination of its leadership place unprecedented challenges

to the political order in Iran.

Ramakrishnan taught at the Centre for West Asian Studies, School of
International Studies, [NU.
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