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Abstract

This study aims to examine and evaluate the concept of a “shadow government” in
constitutional law, with particular reference to the Iranian constitutional system. This article
seeks to clarify the nature, functions, and position of the shadow cabinet as an institution
within constitutional law and to assess the feasibility of establishing it under Iran’s
constitutional system. Although, in terms of the structure and nature of its political
institutions, Iran’s system is not purely parliamentary and exhibits only certain
parliamentary features, the concept has nevertheless emerged in Iran’s political arena in
recent years. Also known as the “shadow cabinet,” this institution is an uncodified feature
of parliamentary systems and plays a fundamental role in overseeing the government and
ensuring political accountability. Despite its significant functions in monitoring the
government, proposing alternative policies, and facilitating the peaceful transfer of power,
its place in constitutional law remains subject to serious theoretical ambiguities and
research gaps. Over approximately the past decade, the concept has entered Iran’s political
discourse; however, it has been used largely in informal contexts and sometimes with
negative connotations, while its status within Iran’s constitutional system has yet to be
clearly explained. This theoretical gap also underscores the need for the present study from
the perspective of Iran’s constitutional system. Accordingly, the article addresses the
following question: What are the nature, functions, and institutional requirements of the
shadow cabinet from the standpoint of constitutional law, and how does this institution
relate to the fundamental principles of the rule of law, separation of powers, and political
responsibility? Using a descriptive-analytical method, the article examines the theoretical
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foundations and historical development of the shadow cabinet before assessing the
feasibility of establishing a comparable institution within Iran’s constitutional system. The
central hypothesis is that the shadow cabinet, as a “government in waiting,” although
lacking any codified legal basis and resting on constitutional conventions, has assumed a
distinctive position within the structure of checks and balances by virtue of its oversight
and policymaking functions. In Iranian legal literature, no systematic study was found that
specifically examines the nature, functions, and feasibility of establishing a shadow cabinet
from the perspective of constitutional law. Scattered references to the concept of a “shadow
government” have appeared primarily in non-academic political reports, adopting either
a critical or a purely descriptive approach. Accordingly, after outlining the relevant
background and theoretical foundations, this study examines the legal framework governing
the institution across different legal systems. The findings indicate that, within Iran’s
constitutional system, establishing a shadow cabinet in its conventional form is not feasible,
given the absence of a formal, organized opposition party and the lack of constitutional
conventions.

The findings indicate that the shadow cabinet, as an uncodified institution of
parliamentary systems, rests on constitutional conventions and lacks any codified legal
basis. Nevertheless, its significant functions—including specialized oversight of the
government, proposing alternative policies, serving as a “government in waiting,” and
strengthening transparency and political accountability—have made it an effective,
albeit informal, component of the system of checks and balances in Westminster-style
parliamentary systems. A comparative examination of various parliamentary systems
shows that, although the shadow cabinet has become an established constitutional
convention in its country of origin, the United Kingdom, as well as in Australia, Canada,
and several other countries, it has not been formally established in systems such as India,
where a fully developed party structure and corresponding constitutional conventions are
lacking. The absence of this institution has contributed to the weakening of parliamentary
oversight. According to the findings of this study, establishing a shadow cabinet in its
conventional form within Iran’s constitutional system is not feasible, given the political
structure of the branches of government, the absence of a formal and organized opposition
party, and the lack of constitutional conventions. Nevertheless, the experience referred to as
the “shadow government” in Iran’s political arena, although lacking legal legitimacy,
points to a functional need for parallel oversight institutions. Reconsidering this experience
within the theoretical framework of constitutional law could enrich the literature on this
subject in Iran. Ultimately, given the impossibility of establishing a shadow cabinet in its
conventional sense in Iran, strengthening the mechanisms of parliamentary questions and
impeachment would be preferable as a means of enhancing government oversight and
ensuring political accountability. Article 89 of the Constitution provides for members of
parliament to question and impeach ministers and the president. Strengthening this
mechanism by enhancing members’ expertise and facilitating oversight procedures could
partially compensate for the absence of a shadow cabinet. Furthermore, establishing
“specialized oversight committees” within the Islamic Consultative Assembly, particularly
committees composed of representatives opposed to the government, could enable
continuous, specialized scrutiny of the performance of individual ministries. Although

https://psg.bou.ac.ir/



The Concept of a “Shadow Government” and ... | 9

this approach differs fundamentally from a shadow cabinet, since committee members
are tasked solely with oversight rather than formulating alternative policies, it could
nevertheless represent a step toward strengthening parliamentary oversight.

Keywords: Public law, constitutional law, constitutional convention, feasibility of
establishing a comparable institution, shadow government, parliamentary system.
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1. Shadow Cabinet.

2. Leader of the Opposition.

3. Her Majesty's Loyal Opposition.
4. Government-in-waiting.
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1. Shadow Cabinet.
2. Official Opposition frontbench.
3. Leader of the Opposition.
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1. Constitutional convention.

2. Cabinet solidarity.

3. Individual ministerial responsibility.
4. Effective informal institution.
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1. Rule of Law.
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