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Bottom Line 

□ The protest movement in Iran largely differs from the 2009 demonstrations: While those brought 

hundreds of thousands of mostly middle class, reformist protesters to the streets of major urban 

cities, the recent movement in Iran is spearheaded by working class protesters in outlying areas and 

conservative cities. 

 

□ The current movement is rooted in multiple issues, yet the initial wave of demonstrations focused 

on economic hardship and corruption. The protests, however, rapidly grew to include political 

demands calling for, among others, the ouster of the regime - something that the 2009 protests 

refrained from doing. 

 

□ While the protests have shaken the Iranian establishment, the regime still has many ways to 

crackdown, water down, and eventually mute the demonstrations. After initially being hesitant as 

to how to address the protests, in part due to efforts by conservatives to exploit the movement, 

statements blaming foreign enemies, including from the Supreme Leader, and frequent pro-

government rallies signals a more decisive mobilisation of the regime. 

 

□ The nature of the current protests limits the potential for it to appeal to the middle class and 

reformists and will likely prevent the movement from transforming into a revolution. As a result, it 

may soon face some difficulties, including a potential stalemate in the government’s favour. 

 

□ Still, the impact of the protests should not be underestimated. On the domestic front, the protests 

could refuel the rivalry between President Hassan Rouhani and hardliners, given that the 

widespread demonstration of anger can be used by both side to undermine the other. 

 

□  For Rouhani, in particular, the movement could in fact represent an opportunity to force the Islamic 

Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and hardliners into compromising. Beyond that, the protests 

have also been spearheaded by ethnic minorities who have multiple unsolved and persistent 

grievances.  

 

□ More importantly, the protests erupted just as US President Donald Trump will be presented with 

several opportunities to undermine the nuclear deal and may offer ammunition to those among his 

administration who feel that nuclear-related sanctions should be reimplemented. 
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Introduction and methodology 

 

This report seeks to gauge the roots and impact of the current wave of protests in Iran. The report is based 

on various open-source material collected over the past week, as well as the tactical coverage of the 

protests released on a daily basis to users of the Le Beck Alerts.  

 

Users of Le Beck Alerts can follow our coverage of the Iranian protests by making sure they have selected 

“Major/Strategic Events” under Iran in their advanced settings. For any questions, requests please 

contact: alerts@LeBeckInternational.com   
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On December 28, a handful of protests were held in Mashhad and other areas of the Razavi Khorasan 

Province. Initially starting as just another demonstration denouncing socio-economic hardships and 

widespread corruption, these transformed into what some Iranian activists are calling the “Revolution of 

the eggs” in reference to spikes in prices of several common food products. The protests rapidly turned 

viral, spreading to dozens of locations - from major urban centers to more outlying areas and despite 

attempts by Iranian authorities to simultaneously crackdown on protesters and call for calm. Incidents of 

violence have been recorded on a daily basis, with at least 20 protesters and one police officer killed. 

 

How the protest spread in the first four days of the movement 

 

2009 & 2017 Protests: Different but not less significant 

The protest movement is different but not less significant than the 2009 wave of demonstrations that 

shook Iran after the controversial election victory of former President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. While 

those demonstrations were centred on the more urban areas of Iran, attracting hundreds of thousands of 

participants, today’s movement is more geographically widespread and focused in many conservative 

strongholds, outlying areas, low-income neighbourhoods and suburbs, and areas home to ethnic 

minorities. Protesters are also chanting a wide range of slogans, from socio-economic criticism 

denouncing the high cost of living and widespread corruption, to clear calls for regime change. As opposed 

to the politically focused 2009 demonstrations, this recent movement is best described as an explosion of 

anger against the status quo, whether that is lack of economic opportunities, inflation, rampant 

corruption, marginalisation of minorities, or the authoritarian regime itself.   
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What’s more, most protesters are described as from the younger generation than those who formed the 

backbone of the 2009 protests, and weren’t able to vote during that controversial election. In fact, at least 

some segment of those who did take part in the 2009 protests watch the current wave of demonstrations 

suspiciously. Claims that the movement was started by conservatives who seek to undermine Rouhani by 

demonstrating that the Iran nuclear deal has changed little for the average Iranian certainly contributed 

to this wariness. Additionally, the difference between the demographic currently in the streets (low-

income conservative classes) and those protesting in 2009 (middle-class reformists) also plays a role, as 

does the perception that these demonstrations lack a clear political platform. 

 

This is not to say that the current protest movement is not significant. The fact that many participants are 

part of more conservative and low-income segments of society is, in many ways, even more concerning 

for the regime. Beyond that, while the 2009 demonstrations condemned perceived electoral fraud, there 

were no serious call for regime change, with demands focused on addressing and fixing the existing 

system. Today the situation is different, and while protests are certainly rooted in economic grievances, 

many rapidly moved toward slogans calling for the removal of Supreme Leader Khamenei. This breaks a 

taboo to which even the 2009 demonstrators adhered. In that sense, the protest is much more 

“revolutionary” than reformist, although the movement is largely leaderless. 

 

Furthermore, on the ground, the widespread geographic nature of the protests makes it difficult for 

security forces to “manage” the movement. In fact, it seems that it's easier to quell demonstrations in 

major urban cities, as highlighted by a statement released by an IRGC official indicating that, while the 

situation in Tehran was under control, outlying provinces had asked for IRGC assistance. This suggests 

that, while the Iranian regime can hope to water down the protests in major urban centres, it will find it 

difficult to fully extinguish those that keep spreading in smaller towns. 

 

Roots 

The eclectic nature of the slogans chanted and the fact that the protests are leaderless certainly makes a 

less cohesive movement with various grievances.  

 

It’s clear, however, that the core of the protests that started in and near Mashhad are tied to 

socioeconomic frustrations. While the Iranian economy has been broadly doing better since the easing of 

sanctions following the signing of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA or Iran deal) in 2015, 

inflation went back up in December. Although it did not rise to pre-nuclear deal levels, this was still 

particularly felt vis-à-vis basic foodstuff, such as eggs (40% increase). While the political nature of the 

protests should not be dismissed, it is intimately tied to economic hardship. Prior to the outbreak of 

demonstrations, details of the proposed 2018 budget were leaked, which showed, among others, the 

amount of money slated for several religious foundations and the increase in funding for the military 

apparatus, including the IRGC. This can help explain why anti-clerical slogans and those related to regional 

crises were chanted, and why IRGC-linked financial institutions were targeted. Banks also became a focus 

due to broader perceptions regarding lack of regulation and rampant corruption: In several cities, 

working-class people have been impacted by the bankruptcy of financial institutions that were tolerated 

yet operated outside of the law. One last “leg” of the movement that should not be underestimated 
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relates to areas of ethnic minorities, where the aforementioned grievances come on top of perceived 

marginalisation and discrimination, particularly after the devastating earthquake in 2017 in western Iran. 

This, for example, offers an explanation as to why the Kurdish-populated Kermanshah was one of the first 

to witness protests. 

 

The uproar regarding the budget was further fueled by planned fuel increases and a severe cut to the cash 

transfer program initially created by then-President Ahmadinejad in 2010 and to which Rouhani has been 

persistently opposed. This points to a broader trend in which Rouhani is attempting to reduce the 

influence of the state on the economy, almost in a way that would be described a neo-liberal in the West. 

The gap between Rouhani’s pledge to better the life of Iranians, including because of the nuclear deal, 

and what Iranians are actually experiencing is thus particularly large for low-income citizens who are most 

dependent on the state. 

 

Reaction of the Iranian Establishment 

Prior to Khamenei’s comment implicitly accusing foreign enemies of involvement on January 2, the Iranian 

establishment as a whole seemed initially divided and hesitant as to how to respond to the protests. In 

fact, the first reaction of the Rouhani government was to point the finger at conservatives and hardliners 

for triggering the movement (and then losing control of it). Vice President Eshaq Jahangiri stated on 

December 29 that those “who are responsible for recent incidents should know that they will face the 

consequences; they will not be in control of it […] others will ride the wave”, in what seemed like an 

implicit accusation against conservatives.  

 

On the other side of the political spectrum, several conservative-leaning religious and political figures 

explicitly sympathised with protesters and criticised Rouhani. Most significantly, this includes Ibrahim 

Raisi, Rouhani’s former conservative contender in the 2017 elections, who tweeted on December 29 that 

“people, especially in underprivileged areas, are under pressure. If the government is serious about 

resolving the issues, people will certainly support them.” Even the leading conservative daily Kayhan, said 

to be close to Khamenei, noted that Iranians are disappointed by Rouhani’s alleged inability to tackle 

economic issues, while other conservative figures even initially accused Rouhani of censoring coverage of 

the protests.  

 

Khamenei’s comments on January 2 and the growth of the movement in terms of numbers and slogans 

calling for regime change put an end to the partisan bickering that initially followed the protests. The 

Supreme Leader implicitly framed the whole movement as a plot from the outside, which likely shut the 

door to any form of compromise that may have otherwise emerged from the crisis and signalled the end 

of “play time” for Rouhani’s rivals seeking to exploit the situation. After these comments, the reaction of 

the Iranian establishment as a whole changed, and the next day several large pro-regime protests were 

held mostly in outlying areas.  

 

The change of tone was also apparent in multiple conservative media outlets, including in Kayhan which 

chose to focus on Trump’s remarks, advising Washington to start dealing with its own widespread poverty 

rather than meddle in Iranian affairs. In what may also have been as a broader warning to those within 
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the conservative class still tempted to continue sympathising with protesters, IRGC head Mohammed Ali 

Jafari implied that Ahmadinejad (who has been in the crosshairs of Khamenei for months now) was behind 

the movement, and that the competent authorities would investigate and punish those responsible. 

Overall this points to a broad mobilisation of the establishment and efforts to ensure that everyone toes 

the regime line. Yet, while this will most likely be successful so long as protests continue across Iran, the 

political divide should not be ignored, with these divisions liable to be central in determining how the 

movement will impact Iran in the longer term.   

 

Impact of the movement 

After the mobilisation of the regime, the survival of the protest movement is far from certain. On January 

3, a day after Khamenei’s remarks, the head of the IRGC already pronounced the movement to be over, 

claiming that the “sedition” had ended. On the same day, and for the first time since the beginning of the 

protests, Lebanese Hezbollah’s Hassan Nasrallah commented on the movement, suggesting that it was 

already a thing of the past. He further claimed that even Israeli and American intelligence agencies had 

warned their respective leaders that the protests were over. 

 

To be sure, these declarations are premature, but it is clear that the movement is having difficulties 

reaching additional segments of Iranian society, whose support would be key. As noted above and in 

contrast to the events of 2009, the middle class and reformists are mostly sitting this one out.  

 

Beyond viewing the demonstrations with suspicion, these segments have broad differences in views 

regarding how change should be achieved. While the protesters’ frustrations with the day-to-day 

prompted radical slogans, including calls for regime change and even the return of the Shah, reformists 

believe that only gradual change can successfully transform the regime. A protester quoted in the New 

York Times signalled that he didn’t care whether Iran turned into Syria or Iraq as long as the clerical class 

was forced out of power, yet the middle class certainly does care and, moreover, is concerned that these 

protests could put Rouhani’s gradual reforms at risk. In this context, the middle class cannot and will not 

support the movement at this time, making it difficult for it to truly unite various segments of the Iranian 

population. This will test the movement’s ability to continue mobilising its core supporters.  

 

At minimum, protests will continue in outlying areas because the government simply doesn’t have 

sufficient resources to put out all the fires as once. Yet the regime’s confidence in the fact that the 

movement is over is likely a manifestation of its assessment that it won’t turn into something bigger. This 

is also justified: Even if the protest movement continues, it is unlikely to appeal to those segments of 

society who are not participating, creating a stalemate still in favour of the government, which has more 

freedom to maneuver. This could come in terms of increased crackdowns or even limited concessions, 

while the inability to extend their appeal would mean that protesters likely only have increased violence 

in their toolkit. 

 

Regardless, even if it does die down, these demonstrations may still have significant consequences in the 

short and medium term even if it’s not regime change. Firstly, on the domestic scene, both the 
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conservative-hardliner and the reformist-moderate camps will likely return to their pre-protest disputes 

and try to use the movement as ammunition against the other.  

 

Indeed, there is ammunition to be found for each of the rival sides. For conservatives and hardliners, the 

movement shows that Rouhani’s pledge to use the nuclear deal to better the average Iranian’s daily life 

hasn’t materialised. This could force him to backtrack on several austerity measures. Yet, whether the 

conservatives have any sort of credible alternative plan is far from certain, and while the middle class 

certainly recognises the continued economic hardships, it gave Rouhani a mandate to go on with his 

reforms, adhering to the idea that Iranians should be patient (something low-income citizens feel they 

cannot afford) and that change was indeed coming, just not overnight. On the other hand, the protests 

also have given plenty of material to Rouhani, as protesters targeted symbols of IRGC control over the 

economy, criticised the focus on external rather domestic issues that has largely benefitted hardliners, 

and condemned widespread corruption and disproportionate financial weight given to religious 

institutions in the budget. Rouhani could try to use these as tools against his opponents, including to refuel 

the growing dispute that emerged last year between the IRGC and the president, the latter of whom is 

looking to significantly limit the former’s role in the economy, and which may have been somewhat 

addressed by an increase in funding to the IRGC in the official budget. For Rouhani, undoing the web that 

interlaces the economy with the IRGC is key to improvement, in large part due to ongoing sanctions on 

the IRGC and linked entities that continue to cause foreign companies to be wary of entering Iran’s market. 

 

Another unknown is the future of the protest movement in Kurdish, Arab, and Sunni populated areas. 

Even if the movement dies down in other areas of "Persian Iran", the momentum seen may cause 

demonstrations here to continue. The presence of multiple armed groups, such as Kurdish militias, Arab 

separatists, and Sunni militant groups also means that the risk for related attacks and violence is higher, 

as demonstrated by reports from January 3 of armed clashes in Piranshahr between Kurdish elements and 

Iranian security forces. 

 

More importantly and much more difficult to predict is the potential impact of the recent protests, if any, 

on the Iran deal. Trump will be offered several opportunities this month to again de-certify and even re-

implement sanctions (by refusing to issue waivers), the latter of which would trigger US violation of the 

agreement. While potentially a stretch in terms of justification, it cannot be ruled out that Trump would 

attempt to use these demonstrations as justification for increasing pressure on the Iranian government 

through extracting the US from the nuclear deal. In this context, the recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s 

capital demonstrates a willingness for him to take controversial moves contrary to advisement in order to 

fulfill campaign promises. At the same time, Trump has been looking for reasons to exit the deal since his 

election and while the demonstrations could possibly serve as additional justification, they are unlikely by 

themselves to shift his calculus.  
 


