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Perspective

Iranian Society in January 2026:
What Do the Protests Tell Us?

Key Takeaways

- Iraniansociety hasreached a stage at which, for large segments of the po-
pulation, social reality is no longer interpreted through macroeconomic indica-
tors or abstract analytical categories but is instead experienced directly in the
texture of everyday life.

- Forlarge segments of society, daily life has been reduced from "living" to
merely "survival." This deterioration is not only material; it is also intertwined
with a profound sense of hopelessness, chronic fatigue, and psychological exha-
ustion.

«  One of the most striking aspects of the recent mobilization is its point of
origin in Tehran's Grand Bazaar -a space that, throughout Iran's revolutionary
history, has been widely regarded as supportive of the political order.

«  Also,while the state’s initial response combined elements of restraint and
symbolic engagement, this approach gradually gave way to a security-oriented
logic, increasingly reliant on military and coercive instruments.

- Notably, at least thus far, despite widespread restrictions and near-total
disruptions to internet access, regime-affiliated forces and societal groups that
are ideologically, organizationally, and religiously aligned with the system have
not mobilized on a large scale to reclaim or dominate the streets.

- Taken together, these protests can be understood through the notion of
structural suspension: a condition in which the existing order is no longer able
to reproduce itself in a sustainable manner, while alternative forces and mecha-
nisms have yet to consolidate a viable new order.

« The current situation shows that every decision -or even every non-de-
cision- has real and tangible effects on the daily lives of people and the functio-
ning of government.



Iranian Society in January 2026: What Do the Protests Tell Us?

Ocak 2026’da iran Toplumu:
Protestolardan Ne Anlamahy1z?

Temel Cikarimlar

« Iran toplumu, niifusun biiylk bir kesiminin sosyal gercekligi, makroe-
konomik gostergeler veya soyut analitik kategoriler araciligiyla degil dogrudan
gunlik yasamin dokusunda tecriibe bir agsamaya ulagmustir.

«  Toplumun buiyuk kesimleri i¢cin gunlik yasam, "yasamaktan" sadece "ha-
yatta kalmaya" indirgenmistir. Bu bozulma sadece maddi nitelikte degil; ayni za-
manda derin bir umutsuzluk duygusu, kronik yorgunluk ve psikolojik tikenmis-
likle de i¢ ice ge¢mis durumda.

- Busontoplumsal hareketliligin en ¢arpici yonlerinden biri, genel kabulde
iran'in devrimci tarihi boyunca siyasi diizeni destekleyen bir alan olarak goriilen
Tahran'in Buiyuk Carsisi'nda ortaya ¢ikmasidir.

«  Devletin protestolara iliskin ilk tutumu, kontrollii tepki verme ve sem-
bolik olarak gostericilerle etkilesime gecme seklinde olmussa da bu yaklasim,
olaylarin seyrine bagl olarak artan sekilde askeri ve zecri araclara dayanan gu-
venlik odakli sekillenmistir.

- Simdiye kadar, yaygin kisitlamalara ve internet erisiminin neredeyse ta-
mamen Kesintiye ugramasina ragmen, rejimle baglantili giicler ve ideolojik, or-
glitsel ve dini olarak sistemle ayni ¢izgide olan toplumsal gruplar, islam Cumhu-
riyeti'ni desteklemek icin gosteriler diizenlemis olsa da sokaklar:i geri almakicin
buiyuk olcekte seferber olmamuistir.

- Bir butiin olarak degerlendirildiginde, mevcut durum yapisal bir erozyon
icinde bulundugunu gostermektedir. Bagka bir deyisle, mevcut diizen surduru-
lebilir bir bicimde varligini devam ettiremiyor; alternatif gli¢c ve mekanizmalar
ise saglam ve uygulanabilir bir yeni diizen olusturma kapasitesine sahip gorun-
memektedir.

« Mevcut durum, her kararin -hatta her kararsizligin- insanlarin guinlik
yasamlar1 ve hiilkimetin isleyisi Uizerinde gercek ve somut etkileri oldugunu
gostermektedir.
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Introduction

By January 2026, Iranian society occupies a juncture that defies explanation through the lens of
a single economic shock, an isolated episode of political unrest, or a discrete protest cycle. What
is unfolding is best understood as a cumulative condition of erosion —an erosion of livelihoods,
trust, future horizons, and institutional capacity. This condition has not emerged abruptly, nor
can it be traced to a singular decision or event. Rather, it reflects the long-term accumulation of
pressures that have progressively reshaped the logic of everyday life.

The persistent rise in the cost of living, market disorientation, employment insecurity, en-
vironmental stress, power outages, and chronic water shortages have become normalized fe-
atures of social experience. Under these circumstances, everyday life for large segments of the
population has been reduced from “living” to mere “survival.” This downgrading is not solely
material; it is inseparable from a pervasive sense of horizonlessness, chronic fatigue, and deep
psychological attrition.

Iranian society has reached a stage at which, for large segments of the population, social rea-
lity is no longer interpreted through macroeconomic indicators or abstract analytical categories
but is instead experienced directly in the texture of everyday life. The issue is not simply rising
prices or inflation; it is the erosion of the capacity to plan for tomorrow. It is reflected in families
uncertain about meeting next month's rent, in young people without stable employment who
continually contemplate emigration, and in a generation that no longer perceives the future as
uncertain, but as structurally blocked. This condition is not the product of a sudden rupture, but
the cumulative outcome of years of compounding pressures that have now reached a point of
social exhaustion.

Under these circumstances, individuals increasingly assess their situation not through
official statistics or political assurances, but through immediate and visible contrasts in da-
ily life. The comparisons are stark: the children of officials living abroad with security and
opportunity, set against the children of ordinary citizens confronting unemployment, frust-
ration, and prolonged uncertainty. These judgments are not primarily the result of formal
political reasoning; they are embedded in lived experience. It is precisely this every day, ex-
periential knowledge that has corroded trust and widened the gap between society and the
governing system.
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In this context, the central problem extends beyond the inefficiency of existing policies to the
destabilization of an order that can no longer reproduce legitimacy, effectiveness, or a credible
horizon for the future —without, however, a consolidated alternative having yet taken shape. So-
ciety thus finds itself in a “threshold” condition: neither moving toward stability, nor necessarily
poised on the edge of immediate collapse.

What is Unfolding?
The Street, Society, and the State

Within this setting, street protests have emerged as one of the most salient expressions of social
discontent. They cannot be understood simply as spontaneous reactions to economic or political
pressures. Under current conditions, the street has become the last remaining arena of visibility
and audibility for social groups that perceive formal channels for articulating demands as either
blocked or ineffective.

One of the most striking aspects of the recent protests is its point of origin in Tehran's Grand
Bazaar —a space that, throughout Iran’s revolutionary history, has been widely regarded as sup-
portive of the political order. Although in the initial days many slogans focused on demands lin-
ked to the return of the son of Iran’s late monarch, this framing gradually shifted as protests
became more temporally and spatially dispersed. Demonstrations were not confined to a single
location or social constituency; over the past week, protest activity has surfaced across multiple
sites and taken diverse forms. At the same time, slogans have moved beyond a single axis focus
and expanded to encompass interconnected economic, social, cultural, and political grievances.
This evolution suggests that the challenge confronting society is no longer reducible to a singu-
lar demand but reflects an accumulation of layered and mutually reinforcing discontents.

Alongside these dynamics, there are indications of growing convergence between segments
of the domestic opposition —-particularly political prisoners- and external opposition currents,
including both monarchist and republican strands. This convergence does not signal the emer-
gence of unified leadership or organizational coherence. Rather, it points to a narrowing of
discursive divides and an increasing overlap in the articulation of grievances. This alignment
appears less the result of centralized coordination than of structural pressures generated by
overlapping and simultaneous crises.

Also, while the state’s initial response combined elements of restraint and symbolic enga-
gement, this approach gradually gave way to a security-oriented logic, increasingly reliant on
military and coercive instruments. As protests have expanded, this approach has increasing-
ly involved the use of force, including firearms. According to the latest available figures, more
than 40 people have been killed, with several hundred others arrested or injured. In practice,
the emphasis has been placed not on addressing the structural sources of discontent, but on the
incremental containment of protests and the systematic raising of the costs of collective action.
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Notably, at least thus far, despite widespread restrictions and near-total disruptions to inter-
net access, regime-affiliated forces and societal groups that are ideologically, organizationally,
and religiously aligned with the system have demonstrated in support of the Islamic Republic
but have not been mobilized on a large scale to reclaim or dominate the streets.

As a whole, assessing this moment requires a clear distinction between what is known and
what remains uncertain. What is evident includes sustained pressure on everyday life, the ex-
panding scope of protest activity, and the fragility of the existing social order. What remains
unclear are the effective limits of the state’s coercive capacity, the contours of any potential
de-escalation strategies, and the timing of critical decisions at the highest levels of power. This
uncertainty has itself become a constitutive element of the crisis.

Society, Social Groups, and the Logic of Discontent

From a sociological standpoint, the current wave of discontent cannot be attributed to a single
group or class. Lower-income strata and an eroded middle class experience livelihood pressures
and economic insecurity in direct and immediate ways; for these groups, protest emerges as a
natural extension of everyday life shaped by rising costs and persistent uncertainty.

Younger generations —particularly Generation Z- experience discontent not solely through
material deprivation, but through questions of identity, lifestyle, and an increasingly opaque
sense of the future. Women, by translating personal experiences into broader public claims,
have likewise emerged as central carriers of social discontent.

By contrast, groups such as traditional bazaar merchants and segments of the conservative
middle strata occupy a more ambivalent position. While they are exposed to economic instabi-
lity, they remain wary of the perceived costs of disorder and social breakdown. This has produced
patterns of cautious silence or limited alignment rather than overt mobilization. The resulting
social landscape is therefore not one of sharp polarization, but of overlapping, uneven, and asy-
mmetrically expressed grievances.

Taken together, these dynamics can be understood through the notion of structural suspen-
sion: a condition in which the existing order is no longer able to reproduce itself in a sustainable
manner, while alternative forces and mechanisms have yet to consolidate a viable new order. In
everyday life, this suspension is expressed through the continual deferral of decisions, the parti-
alimplementation of reforms, and the recurrence of crises that are neither resolved nor brought
to a definitive conclusion.

Major decisions are repeatedly postponed, and society becomes accustomed to living in a
prolonged state of waiting —one that leads neither to meaningful improvement nor to decisive
transformation. Under such conditions, gradual erosion supplants sudden rupture, and uncer-
tainty becomes a normalized feature of social existence.
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Conclusion

At present, Iranian society is experiencing a state of suspension —-a suspension resulting from
previous decisions made by the centers of power, whose consequences are now felt across mul-
tiple layers of social life. The streets have become a stage for confrontation, with society positi-
oned as the claimant and protester, and the government positioned as both responder and rep-
ression.

Structural suspension shows that multiple pathways exist simultaneously, and no single, cle-
ar route lies ahead for society or the government. These pathways have direct effects on every-
day life, social relations, public trust, and the functioning of institutions.

One possible path could lead to serious social ruptures and shifts in power relations, especi-
ally if widespread protests and the participation of diverse social groups coincide with general
strikes. Such a development is rare and carries high risks, including instability, increased repres-
sion, institutional vacuums, and increased social tension. From the perspective of theories of re-
volution, revolutionary change is unlikely as long as a coherent repressive apparatus is in place.

Another path involves heightened repression and the containment of protests. The govern-
ment, through security forces and control over public gatherings, seeks to limit dissent. While
this may create an appearance of calm, pressures are shifted into everyday life; problems are
not resolved but instead expand, like an overinflated balloon, and structural erosion continues.

Limited and controlled reforms may temporarily relieve pressure, but they do not produce
genuine changes in power structures or inequalities, and the public remains dissatisfied. Alon-
gside this, institutional gridlock and systemic corruption create conditions in which instability
becomes part of daily life, increasing the likelihood of local and regional crises, and even external
interventions.

It appears that overcoming this structural suspension is only possible when the core of power
engages in a period of difficult decision-making -decisions that require stepping away from
past governance practices and responding to public demands through sound political strategies.
In sociological terms, this situation can be described as a “gradual” or “peaceful” transition, whe-
re prolonged tensions and standoffs between society and government gradually lead to mutual
understanding and the adjustment of behaviors.

The current situation shows that every decision -or even every non-decision- has real and
tangible effects on the daily lives of people and the functioning of government. This condition
neither provides a clear solution nor indicates a certain future; pressures, social erosion, and
inequalities persist, continuously shaping everyday life and governance. Understanding this
state requires careful attention to contemporary social and political realities, to reveal how the
paths ahead will shape people’s lives and state functioning, and how the costs of living and go-
verning the country continue to rise.
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As of January 2026, Iranian society has reached a juncture that cannot be explained by a single
economic shock, an isolated episode of political discontent, or a discrete wave of protest. What
is unfolding is more accurately understood as a cumulative condition of erosion —one marked
by the gradual degradation of livelihoods, trust, future horizons, and institutional capacity. This
condition did not emerge suddenly, nor canit be traced to any single decision or event. Rather, it
reflects the long-term accumulation of pressures that have progressively reshaped the logic of
everyday life.

One of the most striking features of the recent mobilization is its point of origin in Tehran's
Grand Bazaar —a space that has long been regarded, throughout Iran’s revolutionary history, as
supportive of the political order. The state’s initial response combined restraint with symbolic
engagement. Over time, however, this approach gave way to a security-centered logic, increas-
ingly reliant on military and coercive instruments.

This study interprets the current protest cycle through the concept of structural suspension: a
condition in which the existing order is no longer able to reproduce itself in a sustainable
manner, while alternative forces and mechanisms have yet to consolidate a viable new order.
Without engaging the question of foreign “intervention,” the analysis shows how every decision
—-and even every non-decision- carries tangible consequences for both everyday life and the
functioning of the state. Grasping this condition requires close attention to contemporary social
and political realities in order to understand how emerging trajectories shape lived experience
and governance alike, and how the costs of living for society and governing for the state contin-
ue torise.
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