
June, 2009 elections in iran & 

lebanon

a theoretic assessment of the results 

By Duran Kamgar-Parsi

Abstract:
This paper looks at two monumental elections in the Middle East (Iran and Lebanon) 
through theoretic lenses, seeking to confirm or deny existing literature on the behavior of  
losing parties in developing democracies. If Przeworski’s theory is correct, it should explain 
the behavior of Hezbollah in Lebanon and Mussavi’s opposition in Iran. Ultimately,  
Przeworski’s theory falls short, failing to predict the Iranian case. I attribute this  
shortcoming to the ignoring of cultural variables. The theory of Lindberg (more grounded 
in cultural variables) seems to better predict both cases; I postulate that the character of  
Iran as an Islamic Republic affects its behavior in ways that Przeworski’s economics-driven 
theory cannot account for.



Elections in Iran and Lebanon

The Middle East is one of the world’s most intriguing regions, having been a hotbed of 

political activity and discussion since the discovery of oil in the region. After the Mandate Period 

ended, democracy began to slowly take root, naturally in some places and artificially in others. 

Whatever the future holds for the region, it is certain that June 2009 will be remembered for the 

defining elections that took place in two countries, Iran and Lebanon. Lebanon is home to 

Hezbollah, a notorious terrorist organization turned political party. The popularity of Hezbollah 

seemed to reach a critical mass after its oft-perceived victory against Israel in the “July War”, 

2006, and leading up to Lebanon’s parliamentary elections this past June, pundits believed 

Hezbollah was poised to officially take control of the government. Many in the West thought this 

would severely hamper peace prospects in the Middle East. In Iran, four years of economic 

struggles brought angst against Mahmoud Ahmadinejad to the fore and gave rise to the ‘green 

movement’ headed by former Prime Minister Mir-Hossein Mussavi. However, as Vali Nasr 

points out in Democracy in Iran – there has been an almost unbreakable incumbency advantage 

in Iranian Presidential elections1, and Ahmadinejad seemed poised to earn his second term. 

However, due to the modern-style campaigning, many believed that Mussavi had a chance to 

score an upset and unseat the incumbent President. With the West looking on in anticipation, the 

pre-election atmosphere reached a fever pitch.

1 Democracy in Iran; Vali Nasr 



The Puzzle

The results in both countries were shocking, not only for the record turnout (over 80% in 

Iran and over 50% in Lebanon2) but for the outcomes. In Iran, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad was 

declared the winner by a landslide, taking over 60% of the vote. Immediately after the 

announcement, hundreds of thousands of Mussavi supporters took to the streets, claiming fraud 

and chanting the now famous slogan “Where is my Vote!” Mussavi’s opposition movement 

remains defiant and fights the legitimacy of the election to this day. On the other hand, in an 

equally surprising result, the March 14 alliance, a Sunni coalition, won a majority of the 

parliamentary seats. Hezbollah’s March 8 alliance was defeated. Amid the possibility of fraud, 

Hezbollah bowed its head in defeat and vowed to work with March 14 to form a National Unity 

government. Two elections, similar circumstances, different results. How can the difference in 

attitudes by the losing parties be explained? Why did two elections that seemed so similar 

produce different results? These are questions that I believe must be answered if we are to 

understand the prospects for continued democratic growth in the Middle East, not to mention 

Lebanon and Iran specifically. With both countries being linked to terrorist activities and general 

hostilities and military posturing in the region, it is important to understand what went wrong in 

Iran, and right in Lebanon in order to help work towards creating lasting stability and a form-

fitting3 democracy. 

2 http://yalibnan.com/site/archives/2009/06/sunday_news_bri_51.php
3 I say form-fitting democracy because I believe that adopting a Western-style democracy may not be the key for 
Islamic nations, they should be able to create democracies on their own terms and by their own standards.

http://yalibnan.com/site/archives/2009/06/sunday_news_bri_51.php


Looking for Answers, Turning to the Literature

There is a wide body of literature pertaining to elections in developing democracies – 

Adam Przeworski is one of its foremost theorists. In Democracy as an Equilibrium4 Przeworski 

outlines a major theory of the stability of developing democracies and postulates how elections 

work. His theory is based largely on economics and the promise of wealth redistribution. 

Through studying developing democracies, Przeworski concludes that democracies with a per 

capita income of $6,000 and above are totally stable, and fairly unstable if the per capita income 

falls below $6,000. According to Przeworski, elections are centered around the promise of 

redistributing income, each party in an election has different promises of redistribution of wealth, 

and people vote along those lines. A losing party either accepts the loss, or rebels to create a 

dictatorship5. An initial reading of Przeworski led me to the following question: how accurate are 

his theories? 

Good political science produces theories that are applicable, testable, and non-falsifiable. 

If Przeworski’s theory of developing democracies is correct, it should explain the behavior of 

both Hezbollah in Lebanon and the opposition movement in Iran. If his theory fails to explain 

these variable outcomes perhaps an alternative theory needs to be proposed and the reasons why 

the theory fails needs to be examined. Being immensely interested in Middle Eastern politics and 

stumbling across Przeworski’s theory led to this journey. 

Methodology

This paper will be split into four sections – the first two sections will be setting the stage 

for my analysis. In the first section I will conduct a review of the existing literature on elections 
4 Przeworski, 2005
5 I disagree with Przeworski’s claim that a rebelling losing party in a democratic election always seeks to create a 
dictatorship. For example, in the case of Iran, this is not true. 



in developing democracies – focusing mainly on Przeworski’s work but also considering 

alternative theories and ideas in order to conduct a sort of ‘first test’ of validity. The second 

section will focus on the two case studies: Iran and Lebanon. In this section I will look at the 

economic background of each country, the atmosphere leading up to the elections as well as their 

results, election aftermath, as well as considerations of possible fraud in both elections. I hope to 

draw distinct parallels between the two countries, noting the various similarities and isolating 

important differences (the election aftermath, and possibly voter turnout and government 

organization) in order to frame an accurate test of Przeworski’s theories. I will conduct my 

analysis in the third section, in which I hope to assess the validity of Przeworski by how much 

Iran and Lebanon do or do not conform to what he would predict. My hypothesis is that there is a 

certain character of Islamic regimes that Przeworski’s theory does not take into consideration 

that produces varied results in applying his theory to Islamic states such as Iran, but not Lebanon. 

Furthermore, I will be exploring why exactly the case studies confirm or deny Przeworski’s 

theory in addition to proposing an alternative theory that might help to better explain the 

discrepancies. 

Finally, in a closing section I will briefly discuss the significance of the study – how 

integral understanding elections in the Middle East are to working towards building peace and 

stability in the region. Lastly, I will think about what the future holds in store for both Iran, 

Lebanon, and regional security. 

A Review of the Literature

Theory as a starting point



In order to have a proper grounding in explaining the mechanisms behind elections in 

Iran and Lebanon it is important to understand what scholars have said about developing 

democracies. My analysis begins with the work of Adam Przeworski, whose Democracy and 

Development argues that the most stable, democratic states have a high per capita income, with 

no state falling with a per capita income of above $6,055. Przeworski outlines a plethora of 

historic cases and examples, being able to predict with strong accuracy, which states would fall 

in any given year. However, he notes that there seem to be some exceptions to this rule, such as 

the military dictatorships of Argentina (his theory predicted Argentina would have become 

democratic) and the government of Greece from 1967-736. His conclusion is that there must be 

more to the story, and examines various theories as to why democracies develop when 

economies grow. One, endogenous theory states that as economies become more advanced, 

social structures become more complex, direct producers acquire greater autonomy, a civil 

society emerges and becomes strengthened, and labor requires active participation. In this type of 

society, direct command and authoritarian rule becomes inefficient, and democracy results7. 

While there are many theories such as the endogenous theory that can help explain why 

democracies form, they fail to explain what sustains them – to this Przeworski concludes that per 

capita income is the prime explanatory variable in the life of a democracy, the higher the per 

capita income in a state, the more likely a democracy is to survive8. 

Przeworski also examines the relationship between democracy and the rule of law. The 

central question he seeks to answer is why a government does or does not act according to laws. 

His analysis shows that when “power is monopolized, the law is at most an instrument of the rule 

6 Przeworski, 2000 pg 87
7 Przeworski, 2000 pg 88
8 Przeworski, 2000 pg 98



of someone”9 – meaning that those in power are free to act as they please. Without any checks or 

balances, a law is in effect meaningless. In order for the rule of law to be meaningful, Przeworski 

argues, there must be competing political actors and if it is in the interests of those in power to 

abide by laws. Several reasons for this are that laws eventually become a mechanism for social 

coordination. For example, a ruler acting in blatant violation of a law will cause citizens to rally 

against the ruler in defense of the laws of the state, regardless of their lack of legislative or 

judicial power to act. This opens the possibility of rebellion or revolt, and as such acts as one 

incentive for those in power to comply. In addition to civilian pressure and competing political 

actors, checks and balances are another way to hold those in power accountable to laws10. The 

real danger, Przeworski stresses, is a monopolization of power. 

Both of these works serve to set the stage for a comprehensive understanding of both Iran 

and Lebanon – as both are classified as developing democracies. Finally, Przeworski turns to 

elections in developing democracies in Democracy as an Equilibrium. In this work, Przeworski 

rehashes his theory of economics-driven stability in democracies, noting how democracies with a 

per capita income of below $1000 only last six years on average, those with less than $3000 last 

eighteen years on average, those with $6000 last forty-six years on average, and those with a per 

capita income of greater than $6055 have never fallen11. Essentially, Przeworski argues that 

elections serve the purpose of redistributing income, with multiple parties each proposing a 

platform of income redistribution, with the winners taking power and distributing income 

according to that platform. What happens to those who lose an election? Przeworski points to 

two outcomes, accepting the results, or rebelling to take power12. A losing party either accepts 

9 Przeworski, 2003 pg 3
10 Przeworski, 2003 pg 12
11 Przeworski, 2005 pg 1 
12 Przeworski, 2005 pg 15



the results because they view the results as legitimate, value participation, or given future 

prospects of electoral victory (rebelling might damage their future chances). In addition, if the 

income levels of people in the losing party are significant, they might accept election results even 

if there are little chances for future victory because the economic impact of protesting are too 

high13. 

While Przeworski is an influential theorist, I feel the need to depart from his work in 

order to examine other ideas on developing democracies and elections in order to present a 

broader framework from which to conduct my analysis. Ergun Özbudun helps to outline a 

definition of a democratic state as one that has leaders chosen in competitive elections, political 

parties with the right to seek public support and have access, governments that step down after 

electoral defeat, and elected governments that exercise real power and are accountable to 

electors14. Özbudun points out the difficulty in establishing a stable democracy, insisting that 

developing journalists, academics, lawyers, and activists committed to a free press makes for a 

lengthy transition process in which eventually mass public support of democratic institutions is 

realized15. Elections, he argues, are important in that they serve as evidence supporting the 

stability of democracy, if a state holds elections it means that there are sufficient reasons for 

voters to participate and there are consequences in place for the political system. 

Zehra Arat’s work Democracy and Human Rights in Developing Countries confirms 

Przeworski’s theory of socioeconomic status correlating to the stability and continued life of 

democracies16. A higher level of socioeconomic equality leads to a longer lasting democracy, and 

vice versa. Arat also points out two other measures of stability that Przeworski fails to address in 

13 Przeworski, 2005 pg 15
14 Özbudun, 1987 pg 4-5 
15 Özbudun, 1987 pg 32 
16 Arat, 2003 pg 56



his work: coalition governments are often weak and lack stability because of the multiple 

competing influences in governmental decisions, and that minimum consensus is optimal for 

democratic stability, which flies in the face of previous literature that focuses primarily on 

consensus building17. The argument follows that if there is maximum consensus, society 

becomes undemocratic and controlled; democracies need to have a diversity of opinions to 

persist. Furthermore, opposition parties (even if they rarely win elections) are important for 

continued democratic stability because they force governments to be responsive to popular 

demands. One might liken this situation to Iran’s opposition movement and the recent 

moderation of many government policies following the election.

Another study of elections in developing democracies was undertaken by Staffan 

Lindberg whose theory includes three indicators to measure the legitimacy of elections: (1) the 

acceptance of the outcome, (2) if there is frequency in the alternations of power, meaning that the 

loser of an election leaves office and the winners take power, and (3) regime survival – if the 

results of an election topple the regime, it is likely not legitimate, if the regime survives the 

people of the country arguably believe in the legitimacy of the result18. However, common 

knowledge suggests that there is more to elections than the winners taking power and the losers 

leaving office, oftentimes in developing democracies the losing parties challenge election results, 

revolt, or the winners try to push for greater power. What are the reasons behind the losing 

parties challenging election results? Lindberg suggests that evidence of fraud can lead losing 

parties to challenge the results of elections, for example, the Green Movement in Iran rose up 

after the Iranian election results were announced because of a belief that the election was rigged 

in Ahmadinejad’s favor. Another reason is that challenging the election results can be used as a 

17 Arat, 2003 pg 56-66
18 Lindberg, 2006 pg 43



political tactic to gain international support; one could argue that the Iranian opposition falls into 

both brackets, believing the election was rigged in addition to using the results to gain political 

clout and influence. 

However, despite this fact, Lindberg points out that not all elections in developing 

democracies are filled with strife and controversy. Losing parties, even those believing an 

election may have been rigged, may accept the results of an election if they believe they would 

have lost anyways or as part of a long-term strategy19. Hezbollah in Lebanon seem to fit this 

model, despite evidence of vote tampering in the Lebanese election, Hezbollah graciously 

accepted its defeat. Many believe that it is with expectations of future electoral victory and 

increased legitimacy that despite losing the election, Hezbollah emerged as the real winners. 

Overall, if democracy continues after an election it can be thought to be fairly stable. It is only 

when elections directly lead to revolt and revolution that the legitimacy of democracy in a state is 

called into question. 

The literature has provided a solid framework from which to launch my analysis. 

According to Özbudun definition of a democracy, both Iran and Lebanon can be looked at as 

democracies. The next step is to look at each case individually, to examine their most recent 

elections (the June Presidential election in Iran and the June Parliamentary elections in Lebanon) 

in order to test whether Przeworski’s theories are applicable to these cases, and if not, answer the 

following question of why. As Przeworski claims and subsequent literature has confirmed, a 

losing party acts strategically in its response to an election. If there is something to gain from 

protesting, or if the losing party believes it was cheated, the likelihood of disputing the results is 

likely. However, long-term gains can offset the desire to revolt, or it may be too costly to 

19 Lindberg, 2006 pg 44



challenge the election results. Since neither Przeworski nor Lindberg, the two theorists whose 

theories I have looked at, deal with states in the Middle East – my primary interest is to see how 

applicable these theories are to the region, if at all. Both Iran and Lebanon have similar enough 

conditions that looking at the different post-election results will allow me to test the validity of 

Przeworski’s claims. 

I will first examine Lebanon as a case study before turning to Iran. In both cases I will 

look at the economic background, political structure, and then delve into the elections 

themselves. 

Case Study: Lebanon

Before looking at the landmark June, 2009 Parliamentary elections it is important to have 

a brief overview of Lebanon’s economic and political makeup. Understanding Lebanon’s 

economy is crucial to predicting the stability of its democratic system, or so Przeworski argues. 

Lebanon was one of the mandate countries following the First World War, consisting mainly of 

Maronite Christians, until it gained its independence during the Second World War20. Lebanon 

has a fairly unique system of government, ensuring representation of all major religious and 

ethnic groups. Lebanon’s President is a Maronite Christian, its Prime Minister a Sunni Muslim, 

and the speaker of Parliament a Shi’a Muslim21. Its Parliament is formed by representation in the 

different districts based on population. 

Lebanon’s economy is based largely on ‘service’, which accounts for nearly 60% of its 

GDP, being an active trade center in the region22. With a GDP per capita of approximately 

20 For a detailed history of Lebanon under the mandate period see Cleveland’s Middle East History.
21 Many have argued that this has drastically underrepresented the Shi’a, since the speaker of Parliament is a 
relatively low-power position. 
22 http://www.lebanonembassyus.org/country_lebanon/economy.html

http://www.lebanonembassyus.org/country_lebanon/economy.html


$11,000, Lebanon is a fairly prosperous region. Looking at Przeworski’s characterizations of 

democratic stability (all states with a GDP per capita below $6,055 are relatively unstable, while 

those above have never collapsed)23 one can assume that Lebanon’s democracy is stable and 

continuing to develop. It has survived since its inception in 1943, holding more than fifteen 

elections in that time span. While voter turnout in Lebanon has historically been relatively low, 

the June 7, 2009 election reversed this trend, featuring greater than 50% voter turnout24. 

The Rise of Hezbollah

Throughout its history, Hezbollah has been considered primarily a terrorist organization. 

It has been linked to terror activities, receiving weapons from Iran and being trained by Iran’s 

shadowy Revolutionary Guard Corps25 in addition to Ali Khamenei acting as Hezbollah’s 

spiritual leader. However, in the early 1990’s, at the behest of Ali Khamenei, the group began to 

participate in local elections, proving its popularity amongst rural groups by winning seats in 

local councils26. There has been a body of literature detailing the rise and evolution of terrorist 

organizations into political entities27, and Hezbollah seems to fit the model. Throughout the 90’s, 

its popularity grew exponentially. 

In 2006 Hezbollah’s veracious defeat of Israel in the July War was the catalyst that sent 

shock waves throughout the Middle East and international community. Hezbollah was a force to 

be reckoned with, and was gaining real political clout. Furthermore, Iran’s Mahmoud 

Ahmadinejad was pursuing an aggressive foreign policy, increasing funding and training of 

groups such as Hezbollah and Hamas. The West and Sunni Arabs began to fear a potential 

23 Przeworski, 2005 pg 1
24 http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/8087508.stm
25 Vali Nasr, The Shi’a Revival, 2008
26 Norton, 2009 pg 98
27 Weinberg, Political Parties and Terrorist Groups, 2003.

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/8087508.stm


Hezbollah takeover in Lebanon. In the months leading up to the June 2009 Parliamentary 

elections, the atmosphere in Lebanon became tense, and many anticipated a Hezbollah majority 

finally emerging as a dominant political force in the country. 

Hezbollah headed the March 8 alliance against the Sunni dominated March 14 alliance. 

The election ended in a close victory for the March 14 alliance in a surprising turn of events. One 

of the most significant features of the election in Lebanon is that the March 8 actually won the 

popular vote by a fairly significant margin but due to the electoral rules March 14 was able to 

win a majority of the Parliamentary seats28. However, the election was not perfectly free and fair, 

there was evidence of vote buying that might have led to the electoral victory of March 1429. 

Despite this fact, Hezbollah accepted defeat in the election and pledged to work with the March 

14 alliance to build a National Unity government. The victory was hailed in the United States 

and Europe as a victory of their pro-Western allies and against terrorists30, as many perceived 

Hezbollah would turn Lebanon into a militant terrorist state if they had assumed power. 

Since the election however, Hezbollah has touted its victory of the popular vote as a 

mandate bestowed upon them by the people. Formation of a National Unity government stalled, 

as Hezbollah pushed for greater inclusion. In fact, a public opinion poll taken in Lebanon by 

ElectionsMeter has shown that Hezbollah, particularly Hassan Nasrallah “is one of the few 

leaders in the country who has actually been gaining in popularity since the June 7 elections.”31 

The poll suggests the primary reason for Hezbollah’s increased popularity is the “sportsmanlike” 

acceptance of the defeat and desire to move forward with National Unity. On November 10th 

however, Lebanon finally agreed to a National Unity government, with the March 14 alliance 

28 http://www.mideastmonitor.org/issues/0907/0907_3.htm
29 http://lebelections.blogspot.com/2009/06/paying-for-votes.html
30 http://washingtontimes.com/news/2009/jun/08/hezbollah-loses-lebanon-vote/
31 http://www.dailystar.com.lb/article.asp?edition_id=1&categ_id=1&article_id=107225

http://www.dailystar.com.lb/article.asp?edition_id=1&categ_id=1&article_id=107225
http://lebelections.blogspot.com/2009/06/paying-for-votes.html
http://www.mideastmonitor.org/issues/0907/0907_3.htm


getting 15 seats, and the March 8 coalition receiving 10. Prior to the 2009 elections, Hezbollah 

only had one seat in the government; they now have two of the 25 seats in the new Lebanese 

system. Rula Amin of Al Jazeera had this to say about Hezbollah’s major victory in the National 

Unity decision, “In this cabinet they will have two [seats], but more importantly they will have a 

policy statement, issued by the government, which will indirectly endorse, as they say, their right 

to resist and to have weapons.”32

Case Study: Iran

The Iranian Revolution of 1979 was one of the largest mass uprisings in modern history, 

and was unique in that it was deeply rooted in the desire for a religious state. The new Iranian 

state combined elements of a democracy with that of a theocracy – there is a supreme leader 

(veleyat-i-faqih) who presides over the state, selected to a life-term by a Council of Guardians (a 

body of high ranking clerics). On the other hand, there is a popularly elected President and a 

parliament with real legislative authority. People have more freedoms of expression of their 

views than they had been under the Shah33, education and literacy rates are higher, and there is a 

vibrant women’s movement in the country – all telltale signs of a democracy. In 1997 the 

reformist candidate Mohammad Khatami scored a surprising victory on the platform of thawing 

relations with the West and improving society34. The conservatives left the government and 

handed power over to a man whose ideas they fundamentally opposed. 

Iran has a potentially powerful, although struggling economy. Professor Djavad Salehi-

Isfahani has conducted numerous studies measuring the economic capacity of Iran35. With a 

32 http://english.aljazeera.net/news/middleeast/2009/11/200911917849700796.html
33 http://www.yesmagazine.org/peace-justice/rethinking-iran
34 Vali Nasr, Democracy in Iran
35 Salehi-Isfahani, Contemporary Iran: Society, Economics, Politics

http://www.yesmagazine.org/peace-justice/rethinking-iran
http://english.aljazeera.net/news/middleeast/2009/11/200911917849700796.html


growing and increasingly educated labor force, Iran has the potential for rapid economic growth; 

however its reliance on oil revenue has hurt the economy. Furthermore, the aggressive policies of 

President Ahmadinejad have caused double-digit inflation rates36. Despite its economic woes, 

Iran has a fairly high GDP per capita, at nearly $13,000 a head37. This fits them neatly into 

Przeworski’s categories of infinitely stable democracies38. Iran has now had ten Presidential 

elections, and already witnessed a major reformist candidate peacefully take power from a 

former conservative. The most recent Presidential election in June, 2009 saw a nearly 85% 

turnout, a much higher number than most Western democracies even. The 2009 election was 

unique in that it featured a very modern-style campaign from both the incumbent President 

Ahmadinejad and the primary challenger, Mir-Hossein Mussavi. Mussavi utilized social 

networking and the Internet more than any candidate in Iran’s history (Iran has the largest 

internet usage in the entire Middle East39), generating quite a buzz inside and out of Iran. 

Although an incumbent President has never lost an election, many were hopeful that Mussavi 

would be the one to do it. 

Where is my vote?

Iranians flocked to the polls on June 12th, 2009 in record numbers to cast their votes. 

Surprisingly, less than twenty-four hours after the polls had closed, Ali Khamenei, the Supreme 

Leader, declared Mahmoud Ahmadinejad the winner in a landslide. Official numbers showed 

him with over 60% of the vote, with Mussavi receiving less than 35%40. Immediately following 

the results, hundreds of thousands of Mussavi supporters took to the streets, chanting the now 

36 Vali Nasr, Forces of Fortune
37 http://www.theodora.com/wfbcurrent/iran/iran_economy.html
38 While there is a raging debate as to how much Iran can be thought of as democratic, for the purposes of this study 
I will consider Iran a democracy, loosely. 
39 Vali Nasr, Forces of Fortune
40 http://presstv.ir/classic/election2009/detail.aspx?id=98013

http://presstv.ir/classic/election2009/detail.aspx?id=98013
http://www.theodora.com/wfbcurrent/iran/iran_economy.html


famous slogan, “Where is my vote.” The post-election protests caused a harsh government 

backlash, arresting, beating, and killing dozens of protestors. Iranians used technology in 

unprecedented ways, spilling news of the government crackdowns via the social networking 

website, Twitter41. 

Mir-Hossein Mussavi claims the election was rigged in favor of Ahmadinejad. 

International scholars and statisticians have conducted research on the election results, coming 

up with mixed results. Some reports say the fraud was obvious, others are not so sure. The most 

likely scenario seems to be something in the middle. A report by the Catham House42 suggests 

election irregularities, for example, the fact that Ahmadinejad won handily in Mussavi’s own 

hometown of Tabriz that are cause for concern. However, the report indicates that evidence of 

fraud does not prove that Ahmadinejad would not have won anyways in a completely free and 

fair election. Another reason observers point to for fraud is the speed of the vote count; with over 

thirty two million votes cast the results were reported in less than one day43. Because of the 

complex and secretive nature of the Iranian government and its politics, the truth is likely never 

to be known, the most possible explanation is that of some degree of fraud. Would the result 

have been different otherwise, however? This question is one that cannot be answered. 

In the four months since the election, the opposition movement has not remained silent. It 

has continued to call the legitimacy of the election into question, continued to hold protests, and 

continued to pressure the government. The Iranian opposition has scored some real victories 

however, as the government’s recent willingness to make concessions on its nuclear policy, and 

increased moves towards privatization and a lessening of government control of the economy 

41 http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1905125,00.html
42 http://www.stratfor.com/memberships/140862/analysis/20090622_iran_chatham_house_report_and_election_irre
gularities
43 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2009/06/15/iran-election-fraud-quest_n_215875.html

http://www.stratfor.com/memberships/140862/analysis/20090622_iran_chatham_house_report_and_election_irregularities
http://www.stratfor.com/memberships/140862/analysis/20090622_iran_chatham_house_report_and_election_irregularities


have shown that the opposition movement is not to be taken lightly. The Ahmadinejad 

government is on a tight leash, with the population quiet, yet simmering. 

Analyzing the Elections – Testing the Literature

Looking at both Iran and Lebanon provides an interesting contrast. Both states have 

strong democratic elements, both experienced conflict in the 1970’s (the Iranian Revolution and 

the Lebanese Civil War), both have a very similar GDP per capita and level of economic 

development, both have a President and Parliament elected at regular four year intervals, and 

both had crucial elections in June, 2009. Furthermore, both elections were suspect, with the 

possibility of vote rigging and fraud appearing in Iran and Lebanon. Vote rigging in the two 

elections were equally likely and probable. Despite the similarities in conditions between the two 

countries, the post-election aftermath in each state was markedly different. Hezbollah’s March 8 

alliance lost the election despite winning the popular vote and in a shocking move accepted its 

defeat graciously and vowed to work with the government for National Unity. On the other side 

of the spectrum, the Iranian opposition led by Mir-Hossein Mussavi continues to refuse to accept 

the Presidential election results44, believing that Ahmadinejad and the regime to be illegitimate. 

The opposition’s protests continue to this day45, causing public disturbances and seemingly 

creating a large degree of domestic instability. 

How can two elections that at face value appear so similar have produced such different 

results? Hezbollah has already scored a major political victory and has increased its presence and 

voice in the new National Unity government. The Iranian opposition on the other hand, while 

influencing various government policies indirectly (its nuclear and economic policies for 

44 http://www.ctv.ca/servlet/ArticleNews/story/CTVNews/20090625/Mousavi_Iran_090625/20090625?
hub=CTVNewsAt11
45 http://www.economist.com/world/middleeast-africa/displaystory.cfm?story_id=14816819

http://www.economist.com/world/middleeast-africa/displaystory.cfm?story_id=14816819
http://www.ctv.ca/servlet/ArticleNews/story/CTVNews/20090625/Mousavi_Iran_090625/20090625?hub=CTVNewsAt11
http://www.ctv.ca/servlet/ArticleNews/story/CTVNews/20090625/Mousavi_Iran_090625/20090625?hub=CTVNewsAt11


example), has had increasingly restricted political space. Its leaders are being imprisoned and 

silenced, and there is a move attempting to put Mussavi on trial. The purpose of this section is to 

both test the literature through these two cases and use the literature to help explain the 

difference in results in Iran and Lebanon. 

Przeworski has correctly predicted the stability of both countries – his theory of per 

capita GDP suggests that any country with a per capita income of greater than $6,055 will be 

very stable. Both Iran and Lebanon fit that description, as each country has gone through 

multiple elections and power-changes without falling prey to Revolution. Despite the protests of 

the Iranian opposition, the government still persists and widespread conflict has not erupted. 

Both Przeworski and Lindberg also suggest that a losing party that feels as if it has something to 

gain by accepting defeat will do so. When applying this concept to Lebanon, it makes perfect 

sense, and is even supported by recent polling data. The election served as an agent of 

legitimacy, propelling Hezbollah firmly onto the political scene. Prior to the June 2009 election 

Hezbollah’s success has been largely at the local level; now they are a nationally recognized 

political force. As such, Hezbollah’s strategy of accepting the defeat despite the possibility of 

election rigging has paid great dividends for them. As previously mentioned, recent polling has 

suggested that Hezbollah and its leaders have been some of the only Lebanese politicians and 

groups to actually increase their popularity since the election. Now, Hezbollah is poised for an 

even greater political victory in the next Parliamentary elections. Here, Przeworski and 

Lindberg’s theories have accurately predicted the actions of the losing party. 

When considering Iran however, the predictions become murkier. What is most 

interesting is that the majority of Iranians who are part of the opposition movement are tied to 

the highly educated middle and upper classes. Przeworski’s theory suggests that groups who are 



economically tied to the state will likely accept election results even if there is a possibility of 

fraud for fear of losing their livelihood (due to government crackdowns on protests). Economic 

integration with the state is a powerful motivator to accept the status quo, according to 

Przeworski. However, Iran seems to defy this prediction – as the intellectual middle class has 

risen in protest despite the arrests and beatings suffered at the hands of government Basij forces. 

What then motivated the Iranian opposition to rise up in protest?

Next, Przeworski argues that if the losers do not accept the results of an election they will 

rebel and attempt to establish a dictatorship. There are two problems with this prediction when 

looking at the case of Iran: (1) while the opposition has been protesting, the protests have 

dwindled in frequency and in numbers, with the initial protests being with hundreds of thousands 

while current protests numbers in the thousands, if that. These protests are not a full fledged 

revolt or rebellion against the regime. (2) Even if the opposition were rebelling in full force, it is 

not a movement that would attempt to create a dictatorship and overthrow the government. In 

fact, the opposition movement has clearly stated its desire to implement a more transparent 

democracy, as opposed to consolidating power and punishing its enemies. On both counts, 

Przeworski’s theory has failed to explain the actions of Mussavi’s opposition – whose protests 

are mostly focused on redrawing the political map of Iran to scale back the powers of the 

Supreme Leader, add more transparency to government processes, and create a more open 

society. 

Przeworski’s entire theory of developing democracies is based on economics. While it is 

true that before the Iranian election, the failing economy was the primary campaign slogan of 

both parties, and especially Mussavi, the post-election protests have not focused on economic 

issues, but rather on issues of freedom, censorship, and those mentioned above (transparency, for 



example). So while the linchpin issue of the election was centered on the economy, the 

underlying issues were more theoretic in nature. This highlights another weakness in 

Przeworski’s theory that fails to account for the Iranian developments. In Lebanon, the election 

did center on economic issues, however the political aspect – forming a National Unity 

government and the role of Hezbollah were much more pertinent issues to the Lebanese people. 

Than simple wealth distribution, as Przeworski would have us believe. 

Lindberg’s theory, on the other hand, seems to more accurately explain the Iranian 

opposition to the election. For example, he states that in a normal free election the loser accepts 

results, which is obvious enough. But when do the losers challenge election results, and why? If 

there is evidence of fraud the loser may challenge the results. This can clearly be seen in the 

Iranian case – as there has been evidence that the election was possibly rigged. Here, we can 

predict that Mussavi’s camp will, and did challenge the election results. On the other hand, 

Przeworski would have predicted that due to who in Iran was protesting (largely the educated 

middle class), they would have remained silent and accepted the election results because of how 

vested they were in Iranian society. Lindberg also suggests that the losers may challenge the 

election results in order to gain international support to their cause. This is a very likely 

possibility to consider. 

With the wide array of media coverage flooding out of and into Iran, Mussavi’s 

opposition movement has garnered heavy international support. The Iranian Diaspora have held 

solidarity movements and protests all across the world; I have attended two such mass 

demonstrations in Los Angeles and New York, with thousands of Iranian-Americans showing 

their support to their Iranian counterparts, whom they believe had their voices effectively 

silenced by an iron-fisted regime. While President Obama himself has not condemned the 



elections or the regime (a careful political tactic designed to keep Iran open to dialogue on the 

nuclear issue), Congress has proposed a more comprehensive sanctions act46, aimed at pressuring 

the state to accept a nuclear compromise. Looking deeper however, it could be seen as a 

commentary by Congress disapproving the misconduct of the regime in the election – in this way 

Mussavi has used protests successfully to garner international support for his cause. 

Lindberg also explains that sometimes the losers of elections may accept the results even 

if they believe the results to be unfair. This facet of his theory seems to perfectly fit the example 

of Lebanon for both of the reasons he posits. (1) If a party would have lost the election anyways, 

there is a high likelihood that the loss will be accepted even if there has been evidence of fraud. 

There has been evidence of vote buying in the Lebanese election, however it is unclear as to how 

much the vote was affected by it – it is highly possible that Hezbollah would have lost the 

election. By protesting the result, Hezbollah would have drawn unneeded negative political 

attention to it. (2) Accepting the results of a rigged election is also a possibility if it is part of a 

long-term strategy. Hezbollah gained a much greater legitimacy through the results of the 2009 

elections; as confirmed by the new National Unity government which doubled Hezbollah’s 

representation. The share of the popular vote was also heavily in favor of Hezbollah, confirming 

their popularity and setting the stage for monumental political gains in the upcoming elections. 

In Iran on the other hand, although there is substantial evidence that suggests the vote 

was rigged, it remains unclear as to whether or not a totally free and fair election would have 

swung the vote in Mussavi’s favor. Despite this fact, Mussavi chose to protest the results. The 

long-term strategy is less clear in the Iranian case than with Hezbollah. By accepting the results, 

Mussavi would simply be accepting the status quo, which is something that historically has been 

46 http://www.aipac.org/Publications/AIPACAnalysesBillSummaries/Bill_Summary_IRPSA.pdf
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detrimental in Iran. Khatami, the former reformist President, failed to ardently stop a drive 

towards conservative consolidation and since 2005 Ahmadinejad has continued the hard-line 

push. It is unclear as to how the post-election protests will affect the prospect of future reformist 

victories, Mussavi is essentially gambling. 

Why the difference

The last step of this section is to discuss why the results differed in Iran and Lebanon. 

Lindberg is more able to predict the Iranian case than Przeworski, which defies his economics-

driven theory of developing democracies. One possible explanation is the Islamic nature of the 

Iranian government; does Iran’s classification as an Islamic Republic affect the behavior of 

people in its politics? This very well may be the case, as Mussavi’s protests have shown that 

aside from protesting the results of the election and declaring Ahmadinejad’s presidency 

illegitimate, much of the resentment of the population has focused on the position of Ali 

Khamenei as the Supreme Leader. The protests have served as the impetus for a release of pent 

up anger over the veleyat-i-faqih, a post that Islamic scholars have called contradictory to the 

very nature of Shi’a Islam. There has been a call throughout the protest movement and senior 

members of the ulama47 to remove Khamenei from power, suggesting either a council of 

Ayatollah’s to act as the religious jurisprudent, or reverting back to a more traditional role which 

has the members of the ulama removed from direct governmental control. Lebanon on the other 

hand has large Shi’a, Sunni, and Christian Maronite groups; there is no particular Islamic 

component in its government. As a result, Lebanese politics are more secular than that of Iran, 

and perhaps this accounts for Przeworski’s more accurate prediction of the outcome of the 

Lebanese election. 

47 The Ulama are the Shi’a clerical body.



Overall it seems as if Lindberg’s theory lends itself to be a more accurate predictor of 

both the Lebanese and Iranian case – Przeworski’s theory is too grounded in economics and fails 

to account for cultural or institutional factors while Lindberg’s theory is more overarching. The 

Middle East is one of the world’s most volatile regions and understanding the elections that take 

place is crucial for working towards creating stability. Iran has many democratic elements but as 

the June election has shown, the state has a long way to go before its robustness and stability is 

ensured. Currently, there is a large subset of Iran’s educated middle class that is dissatisfied and 

disillusioned with the regime – a factor that makes continued growth difficult to achieve. If we 

understand the reasons behind their angst suggesting alternatives and solutions becomes easier. 

Lebanon on the other hands seems more stable, its election resulted in a graceful acceptance of 

defeat and a new National Unity government has formed. With this step being taken, Lebanon 

can now move to focusing on promoting economic growth, the building of infrastructure, and 

strengthening trade ties with other regional actors.

Political Science seems to be trending further towards quantitative analysis, while 

ignoring very important cultural or sociopolitical elements. As the case of Iran shows, simple 

economic-driven theories cannot predict the outcomes. As Political Scientists, we need to not 

discount theories and ideas that fail to live up to statistical tests and regressions, sometimes the 

most poignant explanations are the simplest to see; Mussavi’s refusal to accept the election 

results were not driven by a desire to redistribute wealth along different lines than the regime 

was suggesting and they were not driven by a desire to take power to create a dictatorship. His 

protests were driven by the real clash with the veleyat-i-faqih, a position that, in Iran’s deeply 

religious society, many feel is a gross affront to Islam.

Implications and Future Prospects 



Future studies might seek to incorporate more cultural elements in order to account for 

variable differences such as the position of the veleyat-i-faqih amidst a deeply religious society 

with a powerful and influential ulama class. Przeworski provides a compelling argument and a 

fairly accurate predictor of democratic stability in developing countries; focusing on economic 

factors such as GDP per capita to quantitatively prove that states with income levels of greater 

than $6,055 per head are infinitely stable. What he fails to do however, is predict the actions of 

losing parties in elections. His case studies are limited, which leads to his espousal of two 

possibilities: accepting results, or rebelling to form a dictatorship. I believe his theory 

fundamentally refuses to incorporate cultural analyses and leads to his shortcoming. It is for this 

reason he seems able to predict the Lebanese outcome but not that of Iran. 

Lindberg on the other hand, presents a more cultural approach to the theory, and proposes 

explanations that fit the mold of both Iran and Lebanon. This does not prove the superiority of 

cultural variables, but rather, their importance. The drawback of Lindberg is his focus on the 

African continent. A more comprehensive study of the developing Middle East would be a 

perfect complement to the literature; such a study though is beyond the scope of this project. 

Looking at Iran it seems as if its characterization as an Islamic regime in part contributed to the 

outcome, but its struggling economy could also have been a major factor. Vali Nasr’s recent 

book, Forces of Fortune deals with the developing Middle East but focuses more on the 

economic growth and potential of its middle class. A good complementary study would examine 

an electoral history of developing states in the region in order to add to theories proposed by 

Przeworski and Lindberg. 

The significance of these elections is apparent; the long-known popularity of Hezbollah 

has been given stronger political clout and the party is poised for a major victory in 2013 



elections. As a radical Islamic party, oft deemed a terrorist organization, having a legitimized 

political platform will likely lead to greater moderation and willingness to compromise and form 

consensus rather than through strong-arm tactics (such as terrorism). In the case of Iran, the 

results of the election were important, but the news is mixed. Mahmoud Ahmadinejad cannot run 

for re-election in 2013, which sets the stage for a massive upheaval of support for Mussavi or 

another reformist candidate that the regime will be hard-pressed to suppress again. On the other 

hand, a potential downward trend could lead to the banning of opposition parties and absolute 

consolidation of power in the hands of hard-line elements, which I would argue would lead to a 

revolution48. The opposition has already influenced the regime indirectly, through its nuclear and 

economic policies and this influence will likely continue. Despite the bumpy road for millions of 

Iranians, the post-election protests will result in a more moderate Iran. 

The study of these elections through a theoretic and cultural perspective has highlighted 

the subtle differences between two cases which on the surface seemed so similar. I have tried to 

shown the strengths and weaknesses of economics-driven theories of developing democracy such 

as Przeworski and the strength of cultural variables in predicting cases through looking at the 

case studies with Lindberg’s theories. Both economic/institutional and cultural variables must be 

examined in order to more completely predict future cases. 

48 I believe this is a near impossibility, since the regime is well aware of this end-game result and will seek to avoid 
a revolution at all costs. 
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