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Abstract
The paper uncovers determinants of turnout in Iran by studying the role of institu-
tional and socio-economic variables in parliamentary politics since the 2000s. The 
paper argues that Iran’s electoral system has dichotomized the pattern of participa-
tion between center and periphery. The dynamic of participation in the center stems 
primarily from national shifts in the factional rule. However, in provincial peripher-
ies, Iran’s electoral system promotes the personal particularistic demands of voters 
in the MP-citizen linkage. In this environment, the discretionary power of local state 
machinery over the daily lives of provincial citizens lays the ground for the role of 
local bureaus to influence participation. This argument draws on statistical analysis 
of parliamentary turnout and the study of several Iranian newspapers and official 
reports. The findings of the paper suggest a new mechanism by which institutional 
settings may shape the pattern of participation more generally.

Keywords  Election · Turnout · Particularistic demands · Parliamentary politics · 
Iran

Following the rise of competitive authoritarianism, scholars and pundits have 
actively debated the features of these regimes and the prospect of authoritarian 
change or durability. Considerable scholarly attention has been paid to the role of 
elections as a catalyst for change or as an agent of durability in these systems. (Gan-
dhi and Lust-Okar 2009; Lindberg 2009) However, few have addressed the ques-
tion of political participation in electoral authoritarianism. In other words, why do 
citizens bother to vote in electoral authoritarianism when their votes do not change 
the main body of the ruling elite? The conventional wisdom of scholars commonly 
stresses the role of clientelistic exchanges in mobilizing citizens in electoral authori-
tarianism. Existing studies generally highlight competitive clientelism (Lust 2009), 
illiteracy and patronage (Blaydes 2011)), the monopoly over patronage resources 
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and constraining citizens’ choice (Magaloni 2006), elite cooptation (Gandhi and 
Przeworski 2006) and natural resource spending (Mahdavi, 2015) as the main deter-
minants of electoral mobilization. In the broader context of transitional societies, 
scholars of comparative politics identify two general approaches to explain the 
determinants of voter mobilization. (Hagopian 2009) On one hand, some argue that 
the institutional setting, notably the electoral rule, determines the ways that politi-
cians reach voters. On the other hand, the second approach highlights structural con-
ditions such as the modernization stage as an underlying variable shaping the way 
that politicians mobilize voters. For example, indigent voters in the early stage of 
modernization respond favorably to instant material goods instead of the long-term 
issue-oriented promises of the politicians.

Despite a body of empirical evidence from transitional democracies and authori-
tarian regimes, these studies highlight one determinant of voter mobilization at the 
expense of dismissing other elements and consequently overlook the complexity of 
electoral participation in authoritarian regimes. In particular, they downgrade the 
significant impact of micro-level power hierarchy and subnational state-building in 
shaping the pattern of mobilization. The paper addresses this shortcoming by study-
ing the role of institutional and socioeconomic variables in shaping the pattern of 
participation in Iran’s parliamentary politics since the 2000s. Drawing from a statis-
tical analysis of the parliamentary turnout, the study of several official reports and 
a historical examination of the pattern of mobilization in Iran, the paper argues that 
in provincial areas, subnational state machinery is the main driving force in Iran’s 
parliamentary politics. In contrast, parliamentary politics in urban areas has been 
mainly affected by national shifts in factional politics which ensue from controlled 
politics and programmatic policymaking. In local districts, Iran’s institutional set-
ting, notably the electoral rule, accommodates the personal particularistic demands 
of local voters in MP-citizen linkage. In exercising the enormous discretionary 
power over the daily lives of provincial citizens, local state machinery impacts Iran’s 
parliamentary politics. This setting, which has been developed over an extended 
period of time, mediates the impact of structural variables such as socioeconomic 
indicators in Iran’s parliamentary turnout and creates institutional channels broader 
than the electoral system to determine mobilization in electoral authoritarianism. 
These findings of the paper align with theories that highlight the role of state-build-
ing in shaping the pattern of mobilization (Shefter 1994).

The contributions of this paper to the study of electoral authoritarianism are 
threefold. First, the paper adds a new dimension to the role of institutional settings 
in shaping the pattern of participation and mobilization in electoral authoritarian-
ism. Although several studies examined the process of institutional development in 
transitional societies, existing studies generally stress the impact of the electoral rule 
on legislators and voter incentives. This paper uncovers the significant role of local 
power hierarchy in shaping the preferences of Iranian citizens and political elites in 
parliamentary politics. Second, this study contributes to the field by bridging the lit-
erature on electoral institutions and patronage politics to address the origin of turn-
out in electoral authoritarianism; i.e., this study examines competing approaches in 
the study of participation in the particular context of Iran. The study concludes that 
the impacts of institutional and socioeconomic variables on the citizen-politician 
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linkage and the pattern of participation are not mutually exclusive. Institutional 
arrangements may widen or narrow the scope of immaterial (such as personal) con-
nections between citizens and politicians to accommodate particularistic socioeco-
nomic concerns or ethnic and kinship ties. Finally, despite scholarly efforts to study 
citizen-politician linkage in advanced industrialized nations and transitional democ-
racies (Kitschelt 2000), this linkage in electoral authoritarianism has remained rela-
tively unexamined. The findings of this paper shed light on the relationship between 
citizen and politician in Iran and can be regarded as a stepping stone for the study 
of citizen-politician linkage in electoral authoritarianism. Instead of clientelistic 
exchanges, the paper highlights the broader role of personal particularistic demands 
in shaping citizen-politician linkage in provincial districts. This finding also partially 
challenges some recent studies (i.e., (Mahdavi 2015)) on the impact of public spend-
ing on the MPs’ re-election by showing that their suggested citizen-MP mechanism 
is not grounded on a strong empirical basis.

The paper proceeds as follows. First, the paper provides a brief overview of 
the determinants of Iran’s parliamentary politics. Next, it reviews the existing 
approaches to the study of turnout in developing countries and explains the impor-
tant role that the electoral system may play in shaping the pattern of participation in 
the authoritarian setting of Iran. Lastly, the paper discusses the results of the statisti-
cal analysis of Iran’s parliamentary turnout and briefly accounts for the establish-
ment of MP-citizen linkage by studying the impact of subnational state-building on 
the pattern of mobilization in Iran’s parliamentary politics.

Determinants of Iran’s Parliamentary Politics

One of the key central institutions in Iranian’spostrevolutionary politics is the par-
liament or Majles. Iran’s parliament is among the most effective legislative insti-
tutions in the region and Iranian citizens participate widely in parliamentary elec-
tions.1 However, determinants of participation in Iran’s parliamentary politics have 
remained relatively unknown.2 This section reviews the driving forces behind par-
ticipation and accountability in Iran’s parliamentary politics.

Determinants of parliamentary vote choice in Iran are as diverse as Iranian soci-
ety. In some districts, tribal affiliation and kinship ties drive parliamentary vote 
choice.3 Local conflicts, notably tension between neighboring towns or counties of 
a district, also influence citizens to participate in parliamentary elections.4 Cultural 
and religious elements draw the vote choice in some areas. Heads of local bureaus, 

1  The average turnout in parliamentary elections between 1992 to 2008 was 60.92%. The data on elec-
tion turnout are obtained from the portal of Iran’s Ministry of Interior.
2  Few studies of Iran’s parliament account for the factional politics and legislative outcome of the Majles 
(Baktiari 1996), the role of the Guardian Council (Samii, 2001), and the impact of the Majles on demo-
cratic transition in Iran (Saeid 2010).
3  Issa-gholi Ahmadinia, the MP from Khuzestan province, recounts the impact of tribal affiliation in a 
public session of the Iranian Parliament: AhmadiNia, Issa-gholi. 2003. Roozname Rasami. March 11.
4  Javad Eta’at, Official Newspaper (RooznameRasmi), 11 March 2003,
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intermediaries (such as teachers and influential families), and traditional local insti-
tutions (such as Friday prayer), actively influence parliamentary elections in some 
instances. In contrast to local and traditional determinants, factional politics5 and 
party endorsement are an important determinant of the parliamentary vote choice in 
urban districts, notably Tehran, Mashhad, Tabriz, Shiraz and Isfahan.6

According to MPs’ observations, minor particularistic demands7 are the most fre-
quent type of demand by constituents.8 Clientelism, which is the exchange of private 
goods for political support, is a significant variable in Iran’s parliamentary electoral 
politics and is particularly influential in the re-election of provincial candidates. 
(Qasemi et al. 2011) MPs distribute cash handouts in deprived areas (Saeid 2010, 
p174) and vote buying is influential in some cases.9 Moreover, clientelism is influen-
tial far beyond parliamentary elections and has been pervasive throughout domestic 
politics in Iran.10 According to a survey of Iranian values conducted by Iran’s Minis-
try of Culture and Islamic Guidance, 87% of Iranians believe that illegal connections 
in state machinery are an “important” problem for the country, and 56.4% think 
these connections are a “very important” problem.11 In Iran’s parliamentary poli-
tics, it is assumed that MPs will deliver private goods in their districts as a routine 
responsibility. In some provincial districts, club goods such as paving the roads, par-
ticularly in rural districts, are among the most frequents demands of the electorate. 
However, public goods (such as improving macroeconomic indicators and fighting 
corruption) are among the least frequent favors demanded by MPs12; i.e., the policy 
platform and the allocation of public goods in the districts play a minor role in shap-
ing the parliamentary electoral outcome. Overall, personal particularistic demands 

9  Vote buying is illegal in Iran, and the Guardian Council is assumed to disqualify vote buyer candidates, 
yet vote buying has been observed in Iran’s parliamentary elections. Ardabil’s MP, Kamaledin Pirmoaz-
zen explains some evidence of vote buying in an interview with Arman Daily newspaper. 2014, July 21.
10  Corruption and clientelism is interrelated (Kitschelt 2000)), and some consider the Corruption Per-
ception Index as a proxy for clientelism (Manow 2002, cited in Muller (2007)). Iran is ranked 133rd by 
Transparency International as having one of the highest corruption indices in the world. (Transparency 
International. Corruption Perception Index 2012. Retrieved from https​://www.trans​paren​cy.org/cpi20​12/
resul​ts, accessed on 08/02/2014).
11  Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance. June. 2002. “The Result of Surveys in 28 Provinces of 
the Country: Values and Attitudes of Iranians”, (in Farsi) Tehran, Daftere Entesharate Tarhe Peymayesh, 
p64.
12  An official report indicates that jobs and unemployment, paving the urban and rural roads, and pro-
viding and distributing agricultural goods are the most frequent requests of MPs from the ministers and 
executive bureaus. Hossein Mozafar, Khaneh Mellat: Majles News Agency. 2014. June 10.

5  Chehabi (2001), Keshavarzian (2005), Moslem, (2002) discuss the dynamic of Iran’s factional politics 
in more details.
6  The average number of votes received by candidates who have been endorsed by at least one party or 
faction in a parliamentary election in Tehran is 437,459, whereas the average number of votes received 
by independent candidates in Tehran is 5524. The Research Center of the Majles, Mehdi Mohsenianrad. 
“A Statistical Evaluation of the 6th Majles Electoral Outcome in Tehran” (in Farsi). May, 2000.
7  e.g., transferring a conscript to his hometown, jobs, ombudsman-like services or minor favors like 
expediting a case in a local bureau, and joining local events like funerals and family fests in a district.
8  According to a report by the Research Center of the Majles MPs spend more than 80% of their time on 
personal particularistic demands, Yase no daily newspaper, 2003, “Electoral System Becomes Provincial-
ized”. March 12.

https://www.transparency.org/cpi2012/results
https://www.transparency.org/cpi2012/results
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has dominated the MP-citizen linkage in the local parliamentary politics of Iran. The 
prevalence of particularistic demands, however, is not as great across districts, since 
MPs in urban areas rely less on these demands comparing to those in provincial 
peripheries.

The disparity between center and periphery has created two fundamentally differ-
ent patterns of participation in urban and provincial districts. To examine this dis-
parity, this paper considers districts with more than 200,000 voters to be urban and 
labels the remaining districts as provincial. As Table 1 demonstrates, urban districts 
are ten times more populous than provincial districts, and the average provincial 
turnout is approximately 15% higher than that in urban districts. Similarly, Fig.  1 
shows that turnout in urban areas is considerably lower than that in provincial dis-
tricts.13 Parliamentary election turnout in Tehran and Ilam can be regarded as an 
example of this discrepancy. Ilam is one of the smallest provinces of Iran, where 
most of the population resides in small towns and the countryside.14 As Fig. 2 illus-
trates, the percentage of turnout in five parliamentary elections in Ilam is approx-
imately two times higher than that in the Tehran province, which has the highest 
urban population of Iran.

As explained, factional politics, i.e., party endorsement, is not a significant deter-
minant of parliamentary vote choice in provincial districts such as Ilam. Instead, 
personal connections between MPs and citizens or intermediaries, endorsement by 
local magnates, ethnic and regional conflicts and cultural elements shape the vote 
choice of citizens in provincial districts. In contrast, in urban areas such as Tehran, 
factional politics primarily shapes the electoral outcome. This discrepancy is one of 
the key significant indicators of the pattern of participation across the nation. The 
paper uncovers the origin of the disparity in the pattern of participation between 
center and periphery by studying the institutional settings that have shaped citizen-
politician linkage in Iran’s parliamentary politics.

The Role of Institutional Setting and Socioeconomic Status 
in Shaping Iran’s Parliamentary Politics

Early studies on voter mobilization highlight the social background of the voters as 
the underlying causal variable (Scott 1972; Epstein 1967). These studies argue that 
indigent and lower classes respond favorably to clientelistic exchanges, as opposed 
to the middle class, who prefer programmatic benefits.15 Thus, political parties who 
rely on the support of the middle class are more likely to be programmatically based 
and to invest in ideological appeals and public goods disbursement.

13  Urban districts in this figure are Tehran, Mashhad, Isfahan, Karaj, Shiraz, Tabriz, Ahvaz, Qom.
14  Seventy percent of Ilam’s population resides in rural areas or small towns with populations of less 
than 40,000 and the rest of the population lives in the capital of province, with 177,988 urban popula-
tions (Statistical Center of Iran, 2011 census), accessed on 03/04/2014).
15  Similarly, Huntington (1968) argues that parties rely on patronage politics in the early stages of mod-
ernization.
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Table 1   Average turnout and the voter population in 2000, 2004, and 2016 Parliamentary elections

Turnout 2016 Voter popula-
tion

Turnout 2004 Voter popula-
tion

Turnout 2000 Voter popu-
lation

Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean

Provincial 78.36 85,893 63.98 109,917 80.52 114,868
Urban 63.38 840,183 48.84 635,116 66.54 488,551
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Fig. 1   Turnout in urban and provincial districts; data is obtained from the portal of Iran’s Ministry of 
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Fig. 2   Parliamentary election turnout in Tehran and Ilam; data is obtained from the portal of Iran’s Min-
istry of Interior
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Drawing from these studies, a rational choice approach suggests that in a deprived 
province with high unemployment, indigent and uneducated citizens ignore the 
future and prefer instant clientelistic transaction, whereas in urban areas educated, 
wealthy and more informed voters consider the effect of clientelism in the long-run; 
i.e., the scarcity of public goods, and therefore prefer programmatic promises and 
party politics to particularistic and clientelistic exchanges. Therefore, pocketbook 
issues outweigh modern party politics and encourage most provincial voters to par-
ticipate in parliamentary elections. Similarly, some attribute the higher turnout in 
localities to poverty and a lack of political knowledge and illiteracy. (Blaydes 2006) 
As Bahar and Cottam argued 60 years ago, the local magnates in provincial Iran are 
able to herd the illiterate and politically uninformed villagers to vote for their candi-
dates (Abrahamian 1982, p. 121; Cottam 1964). One of the key variables determin-
ing the higher turnout in this rational choice-style approach is the level of education 
and knowledge. The following hypothesis evaluates the impact of literacy and edu-
cation on the turnout.

Hypothesis 1  The less educated people are more likely to turnout in Iran’s parlia-
mentary elections.

Another way of framing the role of structural variables is by highlighting the 
impact of poverty; i.e., the indigent and underclass tend to ignore the future and rely 
on instant clientelistic exchanges in elections. Considering the prevalence of clien-
telistic exchanges in Iran’s parliamentary politics, we expect that the underclass par-
ticipates at a higher rate to benefit from clientelistic exchanges in the parliamentary 
elections. The following hypothesis evaluates this explanation.

Hypothesis 2  Indigent voters are more likely to turnout in Iran’s parliamentary 
elections.

Similarly, the modernization framework may argue that in less developed and less 
educated areas, premodern elements such as tribal affiliation, ethnic cleavages and 
kinship ties motivate voters to participate in electoral contests and lead to higher 
participation. To examine the impact of development on participation, the paper pro-
poses the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 3  The participation rate in underdeveloped districts is higher than that in 
developed areas.

The other approach explains the evolution of patronage politics by examining 
institutional configurations, notably party politics, the electoral system, bureaucratic 
organization and legislative institutions in developing countries. A review of the 
institutionalist view regarding the impact of electoral systems on patron-client link-
ages shows that the more clientelistic the system is, the more candidate-centered 
are the electoral systems. The causal link for this phenomenon has been discussed 
by several scholars. For one thing, in personal vote strategy, MPs cannot claim 
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credit for national policy outcomes (Mayhew 2004; Arnold 1990). Nevertheless, 
they can earn credit for particularistic goods and for supplying patronage, pork and 
ombudsman-like services in their districts (Ferejohn 1974; Fiorina 1977). Addition-
ally, personalized political competitions let the politicians bargain with small target 
groups of voters, facilitating clientelistic linkages (Katz 1980; Ames 2001). Simi-
larly, everything being equal, majoritarian systems experience clientelism more than 
proportional representation (Buchanan and Tullock 1962, p. 263), and multimember 
majoritarian systems are even more prone to clientelism (Kitschelt 2000).16 In con-
trast, some studies associated clientelism with highly centralized party systems in 
the proportional representation structure, as these systems block the accountability 
of MPs to identifiable local constituencies (Coppedge 1994). In response to these 
institutionalist analyses of patronage in the citizen-politician linkage, some restore 
the earlier approach by developing a more advanced model of accountability, draw-
ing clientelism from modernization elements and socioeconomic variables. They 
specifically assert that “overall - formal institutions are not particularly useful in 
accounting for the strategic dynamic of democratic accountability and responsive-
ness” (Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007, p. 44). Their theory incorporates an analysis 
of the level of development and party competition along with patterns of ethnic het-
erogeneity to explain patron and client linkage.

Electoral Institutions and Parliamentary Turnout in Iran

The impact of the electoral system on patronage politics in Iran has been twofold. 
On one hand, Iran’s candidate-centered electoral system has led politicians to rely on 
personal ties with voters and highlight particularistic demands. As scholarly litera-
ture shows, personal demands are correlated with clientelism (Piattoni 2001, p. 17). 
Consequently, clientelistic exchanges in citizen-politician linkage have been routi-
nized in Iran’s local parliamentary politics. Additionally, the low population an MP 
represents in a provincial district (compared to urban areas) furthers the personal 
connection between MPs and citizens in localities. On the other hand, the electoral 
system has attenuated the influence of political parties in Iran’s polity and therefore 
weakened programmatic policymaking, which is more party-induced and promoted 
clientelism and particularistic policymaking. As a former MP argues, “we have a 
parliamentary system, but we do not have parties. Consequently, the candidates must 
personally convince people to vote. When they want to convince individuals, they 
offer tangible promises, and these promises deal with the daily lives of people.”17 
This setting intensifies clientelistic accountability as opposed to democratic account-
ability and programmatic policymaking in Iran’s local parliamentary politics. To 
unpack this twofold impact, the paper examines the development of Iran’s electoral 
law to illuminate how the electoral system created an obstinate pattern of electoral 

17  Ahmad Tavakoli, 2014, Interview with Iran’s state-run TV, Channel 5, Barname Shabe Aftabi, Octo-
ber 8.

16  In these systems, personal preference votes (instead of entire party lists) promote personalized 
exchanges. In the same way, single-member districts experience higher clientelistic exchanges.
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behavior in Iran’s parliamentary politics, underpinning clientelistic exchanges in 
provincial districts.

In the early constitutional era, Iran’s electoral law had specified the property and 
educational requirements for the electorate. However, these requirements were abol-
ished in 1911 when suffrage was extended to all male Iranians. Paradoxically, the 
enfranchisement of the Iranian citizens has harmed the transition to democratic rule 
in Iran. That is, extending the right to vote to all adult males in the chaotic days of 
the early twentieth century implanted Iran’s patrimonial structure of power into the 
parliament. In the mostly rural Iranian society in the early twentieth century, the 
local magnates were able to mobilize the villagers to vote for their candidates. These 
conservative candidates commonly favored the status quo, thus weakening demo-
cratic reform in Iran (Abrahamian 1982, p. 121). Given the power of landowners in 
Iran’s provincial politics, they regularly gained the majority in Iran’s parliament.18 
Although the 1979 revolution radically transformed Iran’s political hierarchy, the 
electoral system remained relatively unaffected. Iran’s current electoral law is based 
on a multimember majoritarian system in large districts and single-member in small 
areas in two rounds of elections.19 This electoral system has regenerated a similar 
pattern of voting behavior in Iran’s postrevolutionary parliamentary politics. In pro-
vincial districts, electoral rule accommodates the center of local power in parlia-
mentary politics. Thus, local bureaucracies with substantial resources to influence 
the daily life of provincial citizens affect parliamentary elections.

In urban districts, however, Iran’s electoral system has created a different pattern 
of participation. Given the large number of voters that an MP represents, establish-
ing personal connections in urban areas is exhausting. For one thing, the voters have 
difficulty in selecting and establishing personal connections with several candidates. 
For instance, the Tehrani voters should write the name of 30 candidates on the bal-
lot paper, and the Guardian Council has blocked several attempts to computerize the 
voting system and slates. In addition to the difficulty in counting the votes in urban 
districts, this electoral system commonly creates confusion for the voters. After all, 
selecting 30 candidates from a list of several hundred qualified candidates in Tehran 
is time-consuming and frustrating. Consequently, the voters usually cannot fill out 
the entire ballot paper and select less than 30 candidates.20

For another thing, a large number of eligible voters in urban districts compared 
to provincial districts impedes the establishment of a personal connection between 
MPs and constituents. As explained, Iran’s electoral system defines an urban dis-
trict as one multimember district. The population of the district determines the num-
ber of MPs. For instance, the Tehran district has 30 MPs in the Iranian parliament. 

18  Drawing on existing studies (cited in Baktiari 1996)) of the occupational background of Iran’s MPs, 
the average percentage of landlords in the parliament between 1907 to 1960 was 42%, not to mention the 
MPs who were not from the feudal class but endorsed by the landlords. Ashraf (1991) estimates that the 
feudal landlord class controlled two-thirds of parliamentary seats before the 1979 revolution.
19  Majles Shurayeh Islami, Iran’s Electoral Law: Retrieved from https​://www.parli​ran.ir/index​.aspx?sitei​
d=1&pagei​d=229).
20  The Research Center of the Majles, Mehdi Mohsenianrad. “A Statistical Evaluation of the 6th Majles 
Electoral Outcome in Tehran” (in Farsi). May, 2000.

https://www.parliran.ir/index.aspx?siteid=1&pageid=229
https://www.parliran.ir/index.aspx?siteid=1&pageid=229
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Each of these 30 MPs represents the entire district i.e. 6,800,000 voters. Therefore, 
instead of personal connections, voters rely on heuristics, such as the prominence of 
a candidate or factional endorsement.21

Considering the inefficiencies of candidate-centered electoral law in Iran, reform-
ists in the 6th Majles attempted to reform electoral law to lessen the effect of the per-
sonal vote strategy and increase the role of parties in Iran’s politics. In March 2003, 
the 6th Majles passed legislation entitled, “Provincialization of Election” (Tarhe 
Ostani Shodan Entekhabat). According to this legislation, instead of selecting candi-
dates for each district, the electorate was to select a list of candidates for their entire 
province. In fact, the bill sought to increase the size and population of each district 
an MP would represent to limit the personal connection between citizens and MPs in 
provincial districts. Thus, candidates would have to rely more on party endorsement 
and programmatic promises for all voters in the province. The Guardian Council 
vetoed this legislation. In the next terms of Majles, some MPs tried to pass similar 
legislation, but the Guardian Council vetoed other attempts to provincialize the elec-
toral law.22 Therefore, Iran’s electoral system remained candidate-centered, promot-
ing particularistic demands in provincial districts to serve the conservative forces in 
Iranian politics. This conservative resistance to democratic reform has undermined 
democratic accountability in Iran’s citizen-politician linkage, and despite drastic 
shifts in the patrimonial settings of Iranian society, clientelistic accountability has 
remained in place so far.

Data and Method

The study of Iran’s parliamentary politics is relatively rare and limited to a handful 
of analyses by policy-oriented communities. The conventional wisdom of analysts 
generally assumes that lopsided elections and controlled politics by the Guardian 
Council determine the parliamentary electoral outcome in Iran. That is, the dis-
qualification of reformist and pro-democratic candidates by the Guardian Council 
discourages the Iranian public and paves the way for conservative victory in Iran’s 
politics. The vetting rate of candidates in parliamentary elections can be regarded as 
evidence for this argument. For instance, the vetting rate in the 2000 parliamentary 
election dropped to 11% of total candidates, the lowest level in the post-Khomeini 
era, and the reformists won the 6th parliamentary election in 2000 by a wide mar-
gin. The 6th Majles election in 2000 was one of the most competitive parliamen-
tary elections in the post-Khomeini era. Leading reformist figures were allowed by 
the Guardian Council to participate and be nominated in the parliamentary election. 
On the other hand, in the 2004 parliamentary election, leading reformist figures had 

21  This is a recurring phenomenon from the prerevolutionary era to the present time (Westwood 1961).
22  In the conservative 9th Majles, some MPs proposed an amendment to provincialize the electoral rule. 
Iran’s electoral law has also been evaluated in the Expediency Discernment Council. It appears that the 
factional leaders in the conservative camp have realized the inefficiency of the electoral system in Iran. 
However, the Guardian Council maintains the candidate-centered electoral system.
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been barred from participation in the election and consequently, key reformist par-
ties, namely, the IIPF (Islamic Iran Participation Front) and MIRO (Mojahedin of 
the Islamic Revolution Organization), boycotted the election,23 paving the way for 
the conservative victory.

To consider the impact of controlled politics, this paper studies turnout in three 
different cases. Given the low disqualification rate in the 2000 parliamentary elec-
tion (the 6th Majles) and the high disqualification rate in the 2004 election (the 7th 
Majles) and 2016 election (the 10th Majles), the comparative study of these three 
elections provides insight into the origin of participation in the presence and the 
absence of competition and controlled politics in parliamentary elections. The anal-
ysis of the 2016 parliamentary election provides further evidence to study participa-
tion in a relatively new factional setting in the postgreen movement environment 
and to test the continuity in the pattern of participation after a decade. For the sake 
of brevity, this paper sets aside the 2008 and 2012 elections and examines the exist-
ing explanations through a comparative study of the voter participation across the 
2000, 2004 and 2016 parliamentary elections. The analysis of the 2008 and 2012 
parliamentary elections (which are similar to 2004 election in terms of factional set-
ting and the level of controlled politics), however, demonstrates a similar pattern of 
participation to Iran’s parliamentary elections in recent decade.

Iran’s real and competitive elections and effective institutional setting, as well as 
drastic socioeconomic change, offer an exceptional opportunity to examine the insti-
tutional versus structural approaches in the study of voter mobilization. Neverthe-
less, each authoritarian regime has its own unique features preventing students of 
comparative politics from developing general theories about electoral participation. 
Iran’s political system introduces a unique mixture of modern democratic institu-
tions and religious hierarchy. Therefore, instead of developing highly general theo-
ries to discover the covering laws, the paper seeks middle-range theory building to 
“identify recurring conjunctions of mechanism” and pathways that create the causal 
outcome. These theories “provide more contingent and specific generalizations and 
allow researchers to contribute to more nuanced theories”. (George and Bennett 
2005, p. 8).

The paper utilizes a mixed methodology. After a range of statistical analyses to 
scrutinize the determinants of parliamentary turnout in three election cases, the 
paper employs a historical examination of the pattern of participation to explain the 
underlying causal mechanism. The statistical analysis passes over the contextual 
and intervening variables. The historical examination identifies these variables and 
accommodates complex causal mechanisms such as path dependency. The statisti-
cal analysis relies on the district level analysis of parliamentary turnout to bypass 
the shortcomings of existing surveys in the authoritarian context of Iran. To address 
scholarly concerns (King 1997; Tam Cho and Gaines 2004) on ecological inference, 
the paper also controls the findings of the linear regression analysis by EI estima-
tion based on King’s solution to the ecological inference problem. Additionally, the 

23  BBC Persian, 1 Feb 2004, Retrieved from: https​://www.bbc.co.uk/persi​an/iran/story​/2004/02/04020​
1_a_mps_resig​natio​n.shtml​

https://www.bbc.co.uk/persian/iran/story/2004/02/040201_a_mps_resignation.shtml
https://www.bbc.co.uk/persian/iran/story/2004/02/040201_a_mps_resignation.shtml
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paper cross-checks the findings of this study with qualitative evidence drawing from 
several newspaper archives and government reports, and the strict assumption of EI 
estimation procedure is also investigated. (Tam Cho and Gaines 2004) The inde-
pendent variables are obtained primarily from different censuses conducted by the 
Statistical Center of Iran. The main source for election results is Iran’s Ministry of 
Interior. The division of cities and counties conforms to the division of data in the 
Statistical Center of Iran and the corresponding participation rate is extracted from 
the Ministry of Interior data. The dependent variable in this study is the parliamen-
tary turnout in three elections. There are three sets of independent variables in this 
study. First, the literacy and the level of education as well as the proxies for poverty 
test the impact of education and the lower class on participation as suggested by 
the structuralist view. To examine the impact of modernization, the paper studies 
the correlation between the level of development of the district and turnout. Addi-
tionally, ethnic heterogeneity investigates the impact of some premodern elements, 
i.e., ethnic tensions, on the turnout. Finally, the logged eligible voters as a proxy for 
district size examines the role of electoral institutions in participation. In addition, 
the paper controls the impact of the district configuration by adding some dummy 
variables such as the variable ‘multicounty’ to measure the regional tension between 
neighboring counties. The detailed description of the variables is available in the 
“Appendix”. For the sake of brevity, the impact of some controlling variables inves-
tigated in this study is not discussed in the paper.

Result and Discussion

The results of statistical analysis of the parliamentary turnout of the 2000, 2004 and 
2016 elections at the district level are mixed across alternative indicators of demo-
graphics and socioeconomic status. The population of eligible voters in the district 
(the logged population in this model), as a proxy for district size, correlates with 
the percentage of electors who voted and has the highest impact on the turnout; one 
unit of increase in the log of eligible voters in the district (roughly 900,000 eligible 
voters in this model) corresponds with a 20% drop, approximately, in the turnout 
percentage in 2000–2004 and a 14% decline in the 2016 turnout.

As Hypotheses 1 and 2 demonstrate, the rational choice view argues that in a 
small and underprivileged province such as the Ilam indigent and uneducated citi-
zens prefer instant clientelistic transactions, whereas in urban areas such as Tehran, 
educated and more informed voters consider the effect of clientelism in the long-
run. Therefore, we expect that less educated individuals are more likely to turnout 
(Tables 2, 3, 4).

The result of the statistical analysis of the three parliamentary elections does 
not support Hypothesis 1. Illiteracy negatively correlates with participation in the 
2000 and 2004 elections and there is no statistically significant correlation between 
the turnout and illiteracy in the 2016 election. The impact of other proxy variables 
for knowledge and education also does not support the hypothesis. The percent-
age of college degree holders positively correlates with the turnout in most of the 
models. The positive impact of college degree holders is the highest in the 2016 
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parliamentary election. This finding challenge the study by Crock et al. (2016) on 
the impact of education on participation in authoritarian regimes. Raisi (2019) 
argues that this phenomenon results from the development of long-term political 
past experience in Iran’s electoral politics. Similarly, the percentage of employed 
individuals in the education sector (a proxy for teachers) with a relatively higher 
education positively correlates with the turnout and offers further evidence against 
the hypothesis.

Another way of framing the role of structural variables is to examine the role of 
poverty; i.e., the underclass tends to rely on instant clientelistic exchanges in elec-
tions and consequently is more likely to vote (Hypothesis 2). Similarly, the moderni-
zation view argues that less developed districts experience higher turnout (Hypoth-
esis 3).

Table 2   OLS regression 
estimates of parliamentary 
turnout in Iran’s 6th Majles 
(2000 election)

Standard errors in parentheses
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Variables (1) (2) (3)
2000 Turnout 2000 Turnout 2000 Turnout

Development 0.0393 0.0415 0.0423
(0.0295) (0.0289) (0.0290)

Illiteracy − 0.338*** − 0.497*** − 0.485***
(0.115) (0.120) (0.123)

LogVoters − 20.55*** − 19.40*** − 19.35***
(1.405) (1.392) (1.402)

RuralPop 0.217*** 0.185*** 0.185***
(0.0289) (0.0297) (0.0304)

CollegDeg 0.674*** 0.321* 0.295*
(0.144) (0.165) (0.170)

idustEmploy − 0.152** − 0.159**
(0.0640) (0.0648)

PublicEmploy − 0.0372 − 0.0250
(0.0732) (0.0749)

EduEmploy 0.785*** 0.778***
(0.226) (0.227)

EthnicHetro − 0.684
(1.110)

MultiCounties − 0.492
(0.922)

Total employed − 0.0854***
(0.0321)

Constant 174.1*** 167.4*** 167.6***
(8.637) (8.442) (8.497)

Observations 336 336 336
R-squared 0.499 0.526 0.527
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The result of the statistical analysis of parliamentary elections does not support 
the role of the lower class in higher participation (Hypothesis 2). Industrial work-
ers, or the percentage of those employed in the industry sector as a proxy for some 
segments of Iran’s urban underclass, does not correlate with the participation in the 
2004 and 2016 elections, and industrial workers even negatively impacted the turn-
out in the 2000 election. The result of the EI estimate in Table 5 confirms this find-
ing. The likelihood of the participation of the industrial labor in the district is less 
than 30%, which is less than half of the overall participation rate in elections. The 
rural population, however, positively affects the turnout in all elections. Hypothesis 
2 falls short of explaining this inconsistency in the participation of the lower class in 
rural and urban areas. One may argue that the level of development and premodern 
elements such as kinship ties and ethnic tensions explain the higher participation in 

Table 3   OLS regression 
estimates of parliamentary 
turnout in Iran’s 7th Majles 
(2004 election)

Standard errors in parentheses
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Variables (1) (2) (3)
2004 turnout 2004 turnout 2004 turnout

Development − 0.0319 − 0.0295 − 0.0288
(0.0508) (0.0476) (0.0478)

illiteracy − 0.151 − 0.619*** − 0.607***
(0.197) (0.198) (0.202)

LogVoters − 23.87*** − 21.69*** − 21.62***
(2.418) (2.293) (2.311)

RuralPop 0.250*** 0.246*** 0.243***
(0.0497) (0.0490) (0.0502)

CollegDeg 0.711*** − 0.394 − 0.411
(0.248) (0.273) (0.280)

idustEmploy − 0.00976 − 0.0133
(0.105) (0.107)

PublicEmploy 0.344*** 0.349***
(0.121) (0.123)

EduEmploy 2.501*** 2.494***
(0.372) (0.374)

EthnicHetro − 0.568
(1.830)

MultiCounties 0.178
(1.520)

Totalemployed − 0.110**
(0.0553)

Constant 176.9*** 158.1*** 157.8***
(14.87) (13.90) (14.01)

Observations 336 336 336
R-squared 0.321 0.412 0.412
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rural areas. In fact, the impact of tribal affiliation and kinship ties is understandably 
hard to measure and test at the district level of analysis. Nevertheless, the level of 
development (Hypothesis 3) in a district may serve as a proxy for the influence of 
premodern elements. However, the result of the statistical analysis does not support 
the third hypothesis. The level of development does not correlate with the turnout in 
districts and the EI estimate in Table 5 does not demonstrate a considerable differ-
ence in the turnout of underdeveloped and highly developed areas. The ethnic diver-
sity in the districts also does not impact the turnout since the variable EthnicHetro 
does not correlate with the level of participation in the district. The impact of denser 
social networks in rural areas (Lust 2009, p128) is also not a sufficient explanation 
for higher turnout in the particular case of Iran, as the market reform policies (which 
have been implemented in Iran to some degree in the post-Khomeini era) atomize 
citizens in the countryside (Kurtz 2004).

Table 4   OLS regression 
estimates of parliamentary 
turnout in Iran’s 10th Majles 
(2016 election)

Standard errors in parentheses
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Variables (1) (2) (3)
2016 turnout 2016 turnout 2016 turnout

Illiteracy − 0.00825 0.00435 0.0139
(0.138) (0.148) (0.150)

LogVoters − 14.24*** − 13.89*** − 14.33***
(1.274) (1.350) (1.531)

RuralPop 0.168*** 0.157*** 0.157***
(0.0326) (0.0378) (0.0384)

CollegeDeg 1.055*** 0.838*** 0.817**
(0.247) (0.317) (0.320)

Employed − 0.120 − 0.0122 − 0.0261
(0.100) (0.117) (0.119)

IndustryEmployed − 0.0264 − 0.0229
(0.0956) (0.0972)

PublicSecEmp − 0.331*** − 0.316**
(0.121) (0.124)

EduEmploy 0.729* 0.726*
(0.390) (0.393)

MultiCounties − 0.743
(1.377)

EthnicHetro − 0.588
(1.430)

Constant 136.1*** 131.6*** 134.7***
(8.727) (9.566) (10.72)

Observations 397 397 397
R-squared 0.352 0.373 0.374
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As mentioned earlier, another common explanation for the participation in Iran’s 
elections is the impact of controlled politics. Conventional wisdom commonly 
assumes that the Guardian Council determines parliamentary turnout and elec-
toral outcome in Iran. Considering the substantial increase in the number of col-
lege degree holders in the electorate and other structural changes, one may argue 
that Iranians’ attitudes have shifted toward democratic values and the eligible vot-
ers normally turnout and vote for prodemocratic candidates in a fair and competi-
tive election. Therefore, the disqualification of the reformists and prodemocratic 
candidates by the Guardian Council discourages the Iranian public from voting and 
spawns conservative victories in Iran’s electoral politics. Considering the low dis-
qualification rate in the 2000 parliamentary election and the high disqualification 
rate in the 2004 and 2016 elections, this comparative study provides insight into the 
way that controlled politics influences parliamentary turnout. The result of the sta-
tistical analysis of the parliamentary turnout in Tables 2, 3 and 4 at the district level 
does not support the controlled politics explanation. Despite a noticeable decline in 
the participation rate of the urban areas in the 2004 election,24 the turnout roughly 
follows the same pattern across the 2000, 2004 and 2016 parliamentary elections, 
challenging the controlled politics argument on parliamentary turnout. The logged 
voters as a proxy for district size and the electoral system is the most significant 
variable in all three models, and educated voters, as the main advocates of free and 
fair election, generally participated at a higher rate compared to less educated voters. 
Thus, the Guardian Council and controlled politics is not a significant variable in 
shaping the pattern of turnout and dissuading the general electorate from participa-
tion in parliamentary politics.

Overall, statistical analysis of turnout in Iran’s parliamentary elections does not 
provide empirical evidence for the role of socioeconomic variables and the con-
trolled politics explanation. In fact, despite decades of development and drastic 
changes in Iran’s socioeconomic structure, Iranian parliamentary elections face a 
recurring disparity between electoral outcomes in urban areas and provincial periph-
eries. It appears that changes in modernization elements and socioeconomic indica-
tors have not transformed the pattern of parliamentary voting behavior in provincial 
peripheries. Therefore, a significant question remains about the voters’ motivation 
in smaller districts. In short, what does motivate provincial voters to participate at a 
higher rate compared to urban citizens? 

Thus far, the statistical analysis shows a statistically significant correlation 
between the voter population and the turnout in Iran’s parliamentary elections. 
One may argue that the impact of the population does not differ between urban and 
provincial districts and consequently, the lower population in provincial districts 
does not create a different pattern of participation based on the personal particular-
istic demands. To investigate the difference in turnout between urban and provin-
cial districts, the paper divides the pooled sample into two sets and runs separate 

24  In particular, the urban turnout estimation in the 2004 election is significantly lower than the turnout 
in rural areas, demonstrating the impact of factional competition on the participation in urban areas; i.e., 
the urban turnout in the absence of factional competition (i.e., the 2004 parliamentary election) is signifi-
cantly lower than the turnout in the presence of factional competition (i.e., the 2000 election).



1598	 Political Behavior (2021) 43:1581–1609

1 3

regressions in urban and provincial districts. Afterward, the difference between 
regression coefficients is examined. According to the institutionalist explanation, 
Iran’s candidate-centered electoral rule creates two fundamentally different modes 
of electoral participation. The analysis of the regression coefficients in urban and 
provincial districts aligns with this explanation. The result of the Chi-squared test 
in Table 6 indicates a statistically significant difference between the coefficients of 
the voter population variable in urban (model A of Tables 8, 9 and 10 in “Appen-
dix”) versus provincial (model B of Tables 8, 9, 10 in “Appendix”) districts. These 
findings imply that the population’s impact on turnout significantly differs between 
urban and provincial districts. The statistical analysis of the interaction between 
the dichotomous variable of urban/provincial and the rest of the variables in the 
pooled sample offers further evidence for these findings. The interaction analysis 
demonstrates a disparity in the pattern of participation between urban and provincial 
districts. As Table 7 demonstrates, the interaction between the dummy variable of 
urban areas and all other variables is statistically significant in the pooled regression 
model of electoral turnout.

A survey of the MP-citizen linkage in Iran’s parliamentary politics sheds light on 
this disparity between urban and provincial districts. The analysis of the constitu-
ents’ demands by the Research Center of Majles indicates that minor particularistic 
demands or private goods shape the MP-citizen linkage in small districts. According 
to this analysis, most of the provincial voters request personal favors. Jobs, loans and 
cash handouts are the three most frequent demands of voters from MPs. The demand 
for club goods such as development projects in the district is far below these top 
three requests.25 The research shows that approximately 60% of the constituents who 
visit the office of the MPs demand personal financial favors and jobs for themselves 
or their family members. On the other hand, less than 10% of the clients request 
development projects in the district. According to this assessment, 40% of MPs did 
not even work on a development proposal for their districts in the entire incumbency 
term.

Instead of the district size, one may attribute the MP-citizen linkage to the impact 
of single-member districts versus multimember districts (Mahdavi 2015) In fact, a 
significant body of scholarship argues that legislators from single-member districts 
invest more on the personal vote as opposed to the multimember districts’ MPs who 
rely on party endorsement and collective reputation. However, the statistical analy-
sis of Iran’s parliamentary turnout does not support this argument. In addition, a 
multimember district with a low population can experience a considerably higher 
turnout percentage compared to populous districts. In less populated districts of the 
periphery, the personal connection between MPs and citizens (resulting from district 
size) mediates the particularistic economic concerns of the voters (as suggested by 
the rational choice framework), and traditional elements such as ethnic and kinship 
ties (as a proxy for variables in the modernization paradigm).

The analysis of the interaction between the dummy variable of urban/provin-
cial and socioeconomic indicators confirms this assertion. The negative interaction 

25  See Saeed et al. (2002).
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between the dichotomous variable of urban/provincial districts and the variable 
of illiteracy, along with the variable of industry employed (as a proxy for the pro-
portion of the lower class) in Table 7, indicates that the impact of these variables 
decreases from provincial to urban districts. Thus, economic concerns and mod-
ernization indicators have a higher impact in provincial districts. However, in urban 
districts, the lack of personal connection reduces the impact of socioeconomic vari-
ables on turnout.

For instance, in deprived provinces such as Ilam, the daily lives of citizens hinge 
on state resources more than they do in central urban areas. Therefore, the candi-
date-centered electoral system provides a channel for provincial citizens to demand 
their daily needs from MPs who have controlling power over the local bureaucracy. 
As a result, the disbursement of bureaucratic resources through welfare organiza-
tions enables politicians and bureaucrats to build clientelistic networks and later uti-
lize these networks in parliamentary politics, similar to Ilam’s MPs who used to be 
the heads of the local IKRC26 (a charity-styled revolutionary foundation) bureaus in 
the province.27

MP‑Citizen Linkage in Iran

Thus far, the paper examined the impact of socioeconomic variables and institu-
tional setting on the demands of the constituents. The analysis of the supply side of 
the equation also explains the institutional setting that shapes the MP-citizen linkage 
and provides further support for the role of particularistic demands in Iran’s parlia-
mentary politics. Some recent studies on the supply side of the electoral participation 
(e.g., Mahdavi (2015)) stress the role of natural resources and public spending on 
maintaining MP-citizen linkage in Iran parliamentary politics. Mahdavi argues that 
Iranian MPs in single-member oil-rich districts enjoy a clear incumbency advantage 
over MPs in multimember districts in both types of oil-rich and oil-poor districts. 
This is because MPs in single-member oil-rich districts have access to higher levels 

Table 6   The result of coefficient difference test (suest) based on simultaneous regression of urban and 
provincial samples

2000 turnout 2004 turnout 2016 turnout
Log(voters) coefficient Log(voters) coefficient Log(voters) coefficient

Provincial  − 22.01  − 27.88  − 18.22
Urban  − 13.04  − 15.86  − 4.47
Chi-squared statistics 4.15 3.72 20.62
p-value 0.04 0.05 0.0000001

26  Imam Khomeini Relief Committee,
27  Ali Yari and Abdoreza Heydarizade, two MPs of Ilam district (the capital of province), used to be the 
Head of IKRC (Imam Khomeini Relief Committee) bureaus in the province. Bureau of Culture and Pub-
lic Relation, Majles Shurayeh Islami, “Acquaintance with Members of Islamic Consultative Assembly, 
the 6th Term”, November, 2000.
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Table 7   OLS regression estimates of parliamentary turnout including interaction with the dichotomous 
variable of urban/provincial

Robust standard errors in parentheses
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)
Turnout Turnout Turnout Turnout Turnout Turnout Turnout

Illiteracy − 0.0393 − 0.0380 0.0200 − 0.00874 − 0.0187 − 0.0182 0.00273
(0.128) (0.130) (0.128) (0.126) (0.128) (0.127) (0.127)

LogVoters − 10.72*** − 11.99*** − 11.47*** − 11.08*** − 12.56*** − 11.66*** − 11.22***
(1.482) (1.346) (1.304) (1.384) (1.319) (1.379) (1.310)

RuralPop 0.160*** 0.170*** 0.155*** 0.159*** 0.159*** 0.157*** 0.155***
(0.0450) (0.0459) (0.0449) (0.0455) (0.0454) (0.0452) (0.0450)

CollegeDeg 0.858*** 0.805*** 0.843*** 1.018*** 0.820*** 0.850*** 0.883***
(0.297) (0.298) (0.294) (0.317) (0.298) (0.298) (0.297)

IndustryEmployed − 0.0154 − 0.0321 − 0.0219 − 0.0244 0.00935 − 0.0238 − 0.0201
(0.104) (0.103) (0.104) (0.103) (0.108) (0.104) (0.103)

PublicSecEmp − 0.295** − 0.304** − 0.306** − 0.315** − 0.311** − 0.284** − 0.303**
(0.124) (0.126) (0.124) (0.126) (0.126) (0.130) (0.124)

EduEmploy 0.664* 0.699** 0.707** 0.631* 0.720** 0.709** 0.763**
(0.350) (0.355) (0.353) (0.352) (0.356) (0.352) (0.349)

LogPop*Urban − 1.215***
(0.327)

RuralPop*Urban − 0.141**
(0.0562)

Illiteracy*Urban − 0.408***
(0.115)

CollegeDeg*Urban − 0.887***
(0.217)

IndustEmployed*Urban − 0.188**
(0.0854)

PublicSecEmp*Urban − 0.618***
(0.205)

EduEmploy*Urban − 1.217***
(0.290)

Constant 116.3*** 122.3*** 119.2*** 117.0*** 124.7*** 120.5*** 117.7***
(8.207) (7.807) (7.655) (8.000) (7.833) (7.822) (7.674)

Observations 397 397 397 397 397 397 397
R-squared 0.386 0.381 0.386 0.388 0.377 0.383 0.389
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of discretionary spending that translates into higher public good provision for their 
constituencies. However, as previously explained, Iranian voters in small districts 
do not truly demand public good provisions from their representatives. Rather, they 
primarily seek private favors. The statistical analysis of constituent demand by the 
Research Center of Majles also confirms this explanation. Therefore, one of the key 
mechanisms identified by Mahdavi as being responsible for the “oil effect” does not 
have a strong empirical basis. It appears that Mahdavi overlooks the impact of other 
important determinants of parliamentary politics such as tribal affiliation and kin-
ship ties in some oil-rich provinces such as Khuzestan.28 These determinants are 
permanent and consequently, could affect the incumbency rate. Moreover, the power 
of MPs to influence national policies and budget allocation is limited. That is, their 
power to divert resources and national projects to their district is rare and limited to 
a handful of influential MPs, as some executive organizations—notably the former 
Management and Planning Organization29-resisted political pressure for budget allo-
cation (AhmadīAmūyī 2008, p. 77). A report by the Research Center of the Majles 
indicates that the rate of approval for MPs’ proposals to change the annual budget 
allocation is limited to the negligible number of 3%.30 Thus, despite higher budget 
allocation for oil-rich provinces,31 MPs do not have control over spending this share 
of the natural resources in their districts and therefore, cannot claim credit for public 
spending. Instead, MPs exploit other resources namely local bureaucracy to address 
the particularistic demands of the constituents. In fact, a historical overview of 
local power development shows that the local bureaucracy significantly influences 
the daily lives of local citizens through the disbursement of private particularistic 
goods. Considering the impact of private particularistic goods in the MP-citizen 
linkage, one may argue that Iran’s subnational state machinery shapes the local par-
liamentary turnout.

In the particular case of Iran, local state-building fundamentally transformed the 
citizen-politician linkage in parliamentary elections. The underlying causal process 
for this phenomenon has gradually developed from the early constitutional period 
of Iran to the present. The electoral system and the extension of suffrage to adult 
males assisted the local magnates, namely the landlords, in controlling Iran’s par-
liamentary politics in the prerevolutionary era. This setting has been regenerated in 
the form of bureaucratic clientelism in the postrevolutionary parliamentary politics 

28  AhmadiNia, Issa-gholi. 2003. Roozname Rasami. March 11.
29  Ahmadinejad dismantled the Management and Planning organization, but the Rouhani administration 
has planned to revive this important organization.
30  Panahi, Ali. 2001, The Research Center of the Majles, “An analytic evaluation of MPs’ proposals on 
Annual Budget, 137, 2001.
31  This higher budget results from a rule which allocates 2% of the value-added GDP produced by a 
given province to the annual budget of the same province.
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of Iran.32 The main drivers of this transformation were land reform and postrevolu-
tionary state-building. As a result of these transformations, the daily lives of local 
citizens hinge upon the acquisition of bureaucratic resources, and consequently, the 
center of local power shifted from landlords to local bureaucrats. Farazmand’s study 
of state bureaucracy before the revolution shows by the late 1960s and as a result 
of land reform, Iran’s rural population was under the dominance of various state 
bureaucracies (Farazmand 1989). In fact, the people’s expectations of the “landlords 
were directed toward the local bureaucracy” (Zonis 1971, p. 31), and “villagers had 
to deal with different bureaucratic entities of the state that had replaced the feudal 
landlords” (Farazmand 1989, p. 141). The postrevolutionary power transformation 
led the citizens in provincial peripheries to rely on state resources even more than 
in the prerevolutionary era (Abrahamian 2008; Ehsani 2009; Lob 2013). Therefore, 
landowners’ power over parliamentary politics in the prerevolutionary period trans-
formed into the bureaucratic clientelism in the postrevolutionary era.33 In this set-
ting, disbursement of bureaucratic resources plays a significant role in shaping par-
liamentary politics in localities.34

Thepostrevolutionary refurbishment of bureaucratic positions and welfare state-
building enabled revolutionary factions to fill positions and establish personal net-
works with intermediaries and citizens through resource allocation and service 
providing. These networks would later facilitate the mobilization of citizens in par-
liamentary politics. This setting has created a circular shift in local power hierarchy, 
since MPs influence the appointments of heads of local bureaus in their districts 
after winning elections. The lack of bureaucratic autonomy has eroded the bound-
ary between politics and civil service and therefore has allowed state machinery to 
impact and also be influenced by parliamentary politics. The primary mechanism for 
exploiting bureaucratic resources is pressuring the ministers by exercising the power 
of oversight and impeachment over the executive branch.35 The governors of the cit-
ies and counties are appointed by the province governor and the Ministry of Inte-
rior in Tehran, and the heads of local bureaus are appointed by the corresponding 

32  Ethnographic studies demonstrate the resemblance between the patron-client linkage in a modern con-
text and the landlord-peasant relation in traditional agrarian societies (Piattoni 2001), and the transition 
in local power in Iran through land reform and postrevolutionary local state-building recreated this rela-
tionship in a new arrangement.
33  Ethnographic studies demonstrate the resemblance between the patron-client linkage in a modern con-
text and the landlord-peasant relation in traditional agrarian societies (Piattoni 2001), and the transition 
in local power in Iran through land reform and postrevolutionary local state-building recreated this rela-
tionship in a new arrangement.
34  Qasemi et al. (2011) also highlight the role of bureaucratic resources in shaping MP-citizen linkage.
35  In a newspaper article, a MP publicly argues that failure of ministers’ confidence votes partly results 
from ignoring the MPs’ expectations of influencing the appointments of local officials. Mohammadreza 
Tabesh, 2013 “The Lessons from the Failure of a Confidence Vote”, October 28, Shargh daily newspa-
per, October 28. Similar remarks by Haddad Adel, Gholamali, 2013: “Rouhani Complains of the Majles” 
Donya-E-Eghtesad Daily Newspaper. January 4. There is an ongoing struggle between Majles and the 
executive branch for control over bureaucracies. Iran’s president, Hassan Rouhani, denounced illegal 
requests by MPs of the ministers and emphasized that ministers should not be threatened by MPs BBC 
Persian, May 09, 2013, Retrieved from: https​://www.bbc.co.uk/persi​an/iran/2013/12/13123​1_l12_iran_
rouha​ni_majli​s_quest​ions_minis​ter.shtml​.

https://www.bbc.co.uk/persian/iran/2013/12/131231_l12_iran_rouhani_majlis_questions_minister.shtml
https://www.bbc.co.uk/persian/iran/2013/12/131231_l12_iran_rouhani_majlis_questions_minister.shtml
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ministry in Tehran. This centralized system of administration helps MPs to influ-
ence local bureaucratic appointments by pressuring the ministers in Tehran. Thus, 
centralized state-building and legal setting guarantee the dominance of the MPs in 
supervision over local executive agencies, and this institutional setting facilitates 
MPs’ access to bureaucratic resources to mobilize citizens in local parliamentary 
elections.

Conclusion

The election’s role in authoritarian change or durability at the national level has 
crowded out the understanding of the election’s impact in the long-term, and 
the role that microlevel power hierarchy in localities may play. In the particular 
case of Iran, the pattern of participation has been influenced by the institutional 
setting, namely, the candidate-centered electoral system, local power expan-
sion, legislative-executive arrangement and politicized bureaucracy. Iran’s 
electoral system promotes personal connections between MPs and citizens in 
localities and enables subnational state machinery with controlling power over 
resources to influence the pattern of mobilization and accountability in local 
parliamentary elections. Furthermore, subnational state machinery provides 
necessary resources and communication networks to influence local parlia-
mentary politics and consequently determines the form that citizen-politician 
linkage takes in provincial peripheries. The underlying causal process for this 
phenomenon has gradually developed from the early constitutional period to 
the present. That is, the electoral system and the extension of suffrage to adult 
males assisted the local magnates, namely, the landlords, in controlling Iran’s 
parliamentary politics in the prerevolutionary era. This setting has been regen-
erated in the form of bureaucratic clientelism in the postrevolutionary local 
parliamentary politics of Iran.

The findings of this paper have important ramifications for the study of elec-
toral authoritarianism. This study stresses the role of the existing institutional 
setting in the fate of electoral authoritarianism. That is, instead of deliberately 
designing the rule of the game (as has been highlighted by some studies on elec-
toral authoritarianism), Iran’s conservative ruling elite primarily relies upon the 
existing institutional setting, which has gradually developed over an extended 
period of time. This institutional setting, which lays the groundwork for the rise 
of clientelism in localities, has created a rigid politics of subsystem. The poli-
tics of subsystem has been employed by the conservatives to resist attempts for 
reform, and negative feedback from this subsystem helps them to maintain the 
stability of the whole system. Thus, the Majles has proved inefficient in perform-
ing its democratic function, to the extent that national programmatic account-
ability has been overshadowed by the local particularistic demands of citizens 
in Iran’s parliamentary politics. The conservative ruling elites also have a vested 
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interest in preserving this arrangement as it impedes national democratic change 
in Iran’s parliamentary agenda. Not only did the institutional setting lay the 
groundwork for the rise of clientelism in Iran’s citizen-politician linkage, but it 
also shaped the preferences of citizens and political elites in both localities and 
centers. This institutional setting created a fundamental disparity in the pattern 
of the voting behavior of center and periphery. In urban areas, the electoral sys-
tem dissuades citizens from voting since parliamentary elections neither impact 
the daily lives of citizens in urban areas nor reflect the political and social 
demands of individuals in these areas. Thus, the parliamentary election turnout 
in provincial peripheries is considerably higher than that in urban areas in this 
institutional setting. This institutional setting also has influenced the preferences 
of political elites in Iran through undermining factional and party politics, as 
Iran’s electoral system led the candidates in localities to invest in personal votes 
instead of party endorsement. Consequently, the role of political parties in Ira-
nian politics has been seriously undermined. In this setting, politicians rely on 
the networks that have been mostly shaped by the disbursement of bureaucratic 
resources to mobilize voters in provincial districts. Examining the evolution of 
these networks and their impact on the pattern of participation points to a rich 
agenda for future research.
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Appendix

Data and Codebook

Data Availability

Replication materials can be found at: https​://arais​i.wordp​ress.com/2020/02/10/20/

Description of Variables Used at District‑Level Analysis of Parliamentary Turnout

Dependent variable:
Turnout: The percentage of voters to total eligible voters in the district in the 

6th Majles (2000) and 7th Majles (2004) parliamentary elections, Source: Iran’s 
Ministry of Interior.

Turnout 2016: The percentage of voters to total eligible voters in the district in 
the 10th Majles (2016) parliamentary election, Source: The head of election com-
mission in the district or province.

Independent variables:

https://araisi.wordpress.com/2020/02/10/20/
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Development: The percentage of households with access to piped water to the 
total households in the district, Source: Statistical Center of Iran; 2006 and 2011 
census.

Logvoters: Logarithm total eligible voters in the district, Source: Iran’s Ministry of 
Interior.

Illiteracy: The percentage of people who cannot read and write to total population 
over 6 years old, Source: Statistical Center of Iran; 2006 and 2011 census.

Totalemployed: The percentage of employed individuals to the total workforce in 
the district, Source: Statistical Center of Iran; 2006 and 2011 census.

industEmploy: The percentage of employed in the industrial sector to total 
employed individuals in the district, Source: Statistical Center of Iran; 2006 and 
2011 census.

PublicEmploy: The percentage of employed in the public sector to total employed 
individuals in the district, Source: Statistical Center of Iran; 2006 and 2011 
census.

EduEmploy: The percentage of employed in the educational service sector to total 
employed individuals in the district, Source: Statistical Center of Iran; 2006 and 
2011 census.

CollegeDeg: The percentage of individuals with a college degree or above to total 
population above 21 years old in the district, Source: Statistical Center of Iran; 2006 
and 2011 census.

RuralPop: The percentage of the rural population to total population of the district, 
Source: Statistical Center of Iran; 2006 and 2011 census.

EthnicHetro: Ethnic Heterogeneity (1 = where the ethnic majority is less than 80% 
of the total population of the district, 0 = other. This study does not include immi-
grant ethnicities notably in Tehran and Karaj in the coding.), Source: Obtained from 
University of Texas Libraries, Middle East and Asia Maps, and Vaezi Mansur, 2012, 
“Survey and Measurement of Public Culture Indexes”: [Tarhe Barressi va sanjeshe 
shakheshayeh farhange omumi keshvar] in Farsi, Ketab Nashr Press.

MultiCounties: (1 = The districts with more than one county where the eligible 
voters in the smaller county are at least 10% of the total eligible voters of the dis-
trict = 1, 0 = other), Source: Iran’s Ministry of Interior.

See Tables 8, 9, and 10.
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Table 8   OLS regression 
estimates of parliamentary 
turnout in Iran’s 6th Majles 
(2000 election) for urban and 
provincial samples

Standard errors in parentheses
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Variables (A) (B)
Turnout urban Turnout provincial

Development 0.0978* 0.0112
(0.0542) (0.0356)

illiteracy − 0.346* − 0.318**
(0.193) (0.160)

LogVoters − 13.04*** − 22.01***
(2.556) (3.183)

CollegDeg − 0.634*** 0.188
(0.221) (0.209)

idustEmploy − 0.288*** − 0.282***
(0.0990) (0.0785)

PublicEmploy 0.0628 − 0.202*
(0.0908) (0.113)

EduEmploy 0.963** 0.563*
(0.408) (0.287)

Constant 140.9*** 194.9***
(17.50) (16.25)

Observations 77 259
R-squared 0.537 0.241

Table 9   OLS regression 
estimates of parliamentary 
turnout in Iran’s 7th Majles 
(2004 election) for urban and 
provincial samples

Standard errors in parentheses
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Variables (A) (B)
Turnout urban Turnout provincial

Development − 0.0503 − 0.0557
(0.0742) (0.0594)

illiteracy 0.0602 − 0.666**
(0.264) (0.268)

LogVoters − 15.87*** − 27.88***
(3.496) (5.317)

CollegDeg − 1.023*** − 0.935***
(0.302) (0.350)

idustEmploy − 0.131 − 0.206
(0.135) (0.131)

PublicEmploy 0.321** 0.251
(0.124) (0.188)

EduEmploy 2.546*** 2.301***
(0.558) (0.479)

Constant 134.1*** 213.3***
(23.94) (27.15)

Observations 77 259
R-squared 0.600 0.204
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