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The brutallysuppresseddemonstrations in 

the streets of Iraniancitieshavesparkedenthusiasm 

and hopeamongmanyanalyststhattheymark the 

beginning of the end of the Shiafundamentalist 

regime thathasruled Iran since 1979. The purpose of 

the followinganalysisis to 

demonstratethatsuchhopesareat the 

veryleastpremature – and in 

manyrespectssimplylack solid foundations. 

Althoughanti-governmentprotests in Iran, 

especially in the capitalTehran, have a longtradition, 

the causes of the 

currentwavearefundamentallydifferent. For the 

firsttime, the maintriggerhasbeen the 

catastrophiceconomicsituation of the country, 

caused on one hand by American and 

Europeansanctions, and on the other by the 

disastrouseconomicpolicies of the government – 

leading to hyperinflation and drasticdevaluation of 

the nationalcurrencyagainst the US dollar1. The 

authorities’ response was limited to 

introducingsocialhandouts – allowing the purchase 

of basicfoodstuffsatpricesaffordable to most 

citizens2. This, however, could not prevent the 

collapse of small localbusinesses (bazaarshops and 

the wholesalerssupplyingthem), which in 

practicehasresulted in the impoverishment of small 

entrepreneurs and risingunemployment. People 

facinghunger and povertytook to the streets to 

express theiropposition to the 

tragiceconomicsituation. The authoritiesreacted in 

the traditionalway: with virtuallyunlimitedviolence, 

including live fireagainstdemonstrators. For the 

firsttime, someprotestersresponded with 

armedresistance. The US PresidentthreatenedTehran 

 
1Al Jazeera, "Iran’scurrency drops to 

recordlowagainstdollar as tensionssoar", January 27, 

2026 —

 https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2026/1/27/irans-

currency-drops-to-record-low-against-dollar-as-

tensions 
2Al Jazeera, "WhyisIran'seconomyfailing, 

promptingdeadlyprotests?", January 16, 2026 —

 https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2026/1/16/why-

is-irans-economy-failing-prompting-deadly-protests 

with militaryinterventionshould the 

conflictescalate3. Politicalslogansbegan to 

appearonlyat a laterstage of the protests and 

essentiallyboil down to demands for “a change of 

power”. Thislastaspectdeservesdeeperreflection. 

In Iran ruled by anIslamic regime thereis no 

organisedpoliticalopposition, becauseallattempts to 

create one havebeen – and continue to be – crushed 

in the bud by the statesecurity services. 

Consequently, thereareneitherstructures nor – 

evenmoreimportantly – any leader orgroup of 

leaderswhocouldpersonifyopposition to the rule of 

religiousradicals. 

Previousdemonstrationsweretriggered by the 

persecution of specificsocialgroups (women, 

nationalminorities – especiallyKurds). 

Theyalsoremainedlimited in geographicalscope: 

mainlyTehran, sometimesotherlargecities. 

Theircharacter was thereforeprimarily “class-based” 

and/orethnic, usuallymobilisingonlyrepresentatives 

of the socialeliteorthoseaspiring to it (students). It 

was neverpossible to turn the protestsinto a 

genuinely mass movement on a 

scalethatwouldoverwhelm the repressivecapacity of 

the statesecurityapparatus. Aboveall, the regime 

stillpossessesstrongreligious-legallegitimacyflowing 

from the authority of the Supreme Leader – 

AyatollahKhamenei – and the supporting body of 

otherayatollahs. Anyform of protest 

isthereforeframed by the authorities as anact of 

blasphemyoroutrightreligiousapostasy4. 

Anotherfactorstrengthening the position of 

the state in the eyes of societyis the 

powerfulIranianpatriotismrooted in nearly3,000 

years of continuousPersian-Iranianstatehood. 

Thishasbeenheavilyexploited in state propaganda 

since the verybeginning of the IslamicRevolution, 

 
3Reuters, "Trumpweighs Iran strikes to 

inspirerenewedprotests, sourcessay", January 29, 

2026 — https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-

east/trump-weighs-iran-strikes-inspire-renewed-

protests-sources-say-2026-01-29/ 
4The Guardian, "‘We want the mullahsgone’: 

economiccrisissparksbiggestprotests in Iran since 

2022", December 31, 2025 
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builtaroundslogans of struggleagainst Western 

(American) neocolonialism, whichcan be 

summarised as: “neither East nor West – only the 

IslamicRevolution”. Thisworldviewiscloselylinked 

to Shiatheology, whichisfounded on the sense of 

eternalpersecution (first by the Sunnimajority in the 

Muslimworld, later by Western – especiallyAnglo-

Saxon, but also Russian/Soviet – colonialpowers) 

and the associatedcult of martyrdom 

(whichmakessocietyrelativelyresilienteven to very 

heavy humanlosses in defence of the faith and the 

system based on it). Another central pillar of 

Iranianstateideologyis (according to 

someresearchers – the most important one) anti-

Israelsentiment (in official propaganda the USA 

iscalled the “Great Satan” and Israel the “Little 

Satan”). So far the regime 

hassuccessfullyusedthesefactors to rally the majority 

of society – especially the provincialpopulation – 

arounditself. Previous protest wavesnevermanaged 

to attract a largeenoughnumber of participants for 

the regime’s police and securityforces to be unable 

to suppressthem – includingthroughopenly applied 

violence5. 

 

The currentprotestssuperficiallyappear to 

havegreaterchances of successbecause the 

economiccrisisaffects the overwhelmingmajority of 

Iraniancitizens6. Nevertheless, 

severalkeyfactorsstillpreventsociety from 

consolidatingaroundanynewvision of the state: 

1. Complete absence of formalisedleadership 

– and especially the lack of any leader 

orgroup of leaderswhocouldpersonify the 

protesters’ demands. 

2. Absence of even the most general program 

of politicaloreconomicreformsthat the 

demonstratorscoulddemand. Thereis not 

even a set of broadslogans. 

Despitesomeprotestersusingpre-

revolutionarysymbolism (the lion and sun), 

itisdifficult to claimthatalloreven most of the 

demonstratorsaremonarchists. Three 

generationshavealreadygrownup in Iran with no 

 
5Al Jazeera, "What we knowabout the 

protestssweeping Iran", January 12, 2026 —

 https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2026/1/12/what-

we-know-about-the-protests-sweeping-iran 
6The New York Times, "Inside Iran'sProtests: How 

a PlungingCurrency Set Off WideUnrest", January 

10, 2026 —

 https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/10/world/europe

/iran-protests-economy-currency-collapse.html 

livingmemory of the Shah’srule. Knowledge 

aboutthat period comeseither from official 

(negative) propaganda, from highlydiverse family 

narratives (the monarchy was never a time of 

democracy, freedomoruniversal prosperity), or from 

people’sownimaginations. Moreover, the restoration 

of the monarchy isseriouslyhampered by the 

explicitsupport for Reza Pahlavi’s return expressed 

by the United States – and especially by Israel7. This 

stance gives the Islamic regime aneasy propaganda 

tool: the traditionalnarrativethat Washington and Tel 

Avivseek to destroy and colonise Iran and 

seizeitsresources. In 

thiswayevenmanyIranianswhodislike the present 

regime arefaced with a choice: anoppressive but 

“native” government, oran “American-Israeli 

puppetShah”. For many, the firstoptionmayappear to 

be the lesserevil. Any American 

militaryinterventionwouldonlydeepenthisdramaticdil

emma – and given the strength of Iranianpatriotism, 

manypotential regime opponentswouldlikely rally 

behindit in such a case8. 

Furthermore, the would-be pretender to the 

thronehasspenthisentireadult life in exile and 

hasneverbeen a real actor on the 

domesticpoliticalsceneor the genuine leader of 

anyopposition milieu. In the public consciousness he 

functionsmainly as a “symbol of the oldtimes” – 

good for some, verybad for others. He 

cannotsuddenlybecome a unifyingfigure, 

especiallysince he has not presentedanyvision of the 

statethatcouldserve as a crediblealternative to the 

current regime9. 

Despitemorethan 3,000 years of 

continuousstatehood, Iran haspractically no 

democraticorrepublicantradition (apart from the 

short-livedgovernment of Prime Minister 

Mossadegh, overthrownjointly by American and 

British intelligence). Therefore, the slogan of 

“bringingdemocracy to Iran” isanemptyphrase for 

most Iranians – especiallysince no 

organisedoppositiongrouppossessesanyconcrete 

program describingwhatsuch a “newstate” 

shouldlooklike. The conditionscreated by the quasi-

 
7Britannica, "2026 IranianProtests", February 2026 

— https://www.britannica.com/event/2026-Iranian-

Protests 
8Britannica, "2026 IranianProtests", February 2026 

— https://www.britannica.com/event/2026-Iranian-

Protests 
9Britannica, "2026 IranianProtests", February 2026 

— https://www.britannica.com/event/2026-Iranian-

Protests 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2026/1/12/what-we-know-about-the-protests-sweeping-iran
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totalitariantheocraticstatemakeany real public 

debateaboutpoliticaloreconomicalternatives to the 

presentauthoritiesimpossible. Therearealso no public 

figureswhocouldcrediblyrepresentalternativeprojects 

– unlike the situationat the beginning of the 1979 

anti-monarchistrevolution, whichonlylater (through 

the elimination of politicalcompetitors) 

transformedintoanIslamicrevolution. 

The development of the situation in Iran 

mayhavevariousimplications for the international 

environment. Maintaining the regime in itscurrent 

form – and thus the economic embargo – 

willforceTehran to increasearmssales (e.g. drones 

and productiontechnology) to bothstate and non-

stateactors (terrorist and criminalorganisations with 

sufficientfunds)10. 

Thiswillobviouslydestabiliseinternational relations 

and the internalsituation in Iran’s immediate 

neighbourhood, forcinggreaternavalactivity by 

statescapable of preventinglong-rangearms trade. On 

the otherhand, 

Iran’sfinancialcrisisalreadymeansseriousproblems 

for organisationspreviouslysponsored by Tehran, 

such as Hamas and Hezbollah – 

whichcertainlyserves the interests of Israel and the 

United States. It isdifficult, however, to 

unequivocallystatewhether, in the finalbalance, the 

level of regional and internationalsecurity – 

dependent on the internationalarms trade – will not 

declinecompared to the previousstate. 
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