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Introduction
The initial outbreak of the Woman, Life, Freedom uprising (September 2022-January 2023) turned 
into the longest street protest in Iran since the 1979 Iranian Revolution. Beginning as a reaction to 
the death of Mahsa Amini at the hands of the so-called morality police, the movement brought 
people across the country out onto the streets, eliciting broad support from the Iranian diaspora, 
as well as international public figures. Analysing the movement at present is a challenge given that 
the protests remain ongoing, if on a smaller scale. Furthermore, this movement is more complex 
than its predecessors and researchers have limited access to verified data. The Woman, Life, Freedom 
movement cannot be framed as a demonstration of rivalry among opposing political factions, as 
was the case for the 2009 Iranian Green Movement, nor as a revolt against economic crises, as in the 
2019 - 2020 nationwide Iranian unrest. Available data indicates that participants of the Woman, Life, 
Freedom movement are diverse in terms of gender, age, and educational/career level.

This article focuses on the institutional factors that provoked the movement rather than the structure 
of the movement, seeking to understand what drove the Iranian people onto the streets to partake 
in social protest as the last viable option at their disposal. It examines the state’s institutional 
function, the composition of its ruling elite, and its foreign policy to explain society’s widespread 
desire for a change that led to the Woman, Life, Freedom movement, concluding with an overview of 
the movement’s political implications.

Institutional Chaos
Making governance efficient through a unified government is an unrealized dream in Iran. The 
experience of dual governance fraught with tension brought Hassan Rouhani’s presidential term to 
political gridlock in 2021, when his cabinet member, Abdolnaser Hemmati, secured just eight percent 
of the total votes. Considering the political bankruptcy of Rouhani’s government in foreign policy 
(inability to resume the nuclear deal), economy (negative economic growth and high inflation), and 
public policy (management of the COVID-19 crisis), many opponents and supporters of the regime 
agreed that the unification of the government would result in greater efficiency. However, the 
experience of the first year of the new administration has shown that institutionalization of the 
mechanisms that led to the failure of the previous president have perpetuated poor governance.

Inefficient governance is rooted in the dichotomy between democratic institutions and the supreme 
leader’s power. Embedded in the constitution, this structure motivates the supreme leader to 
restrain the elected government by creating parallel institutions and granting broad powers to 
the organizations under his supervision. Examples in Iran include control of elections through the 
Guardian Council, the Islamic Revolutionary Guard’s visible interference in politics, and giving some 
parliamentary and executive branch authority to councils supervised by the supreme leader. These 
mechanisms prevent the president and parliament from deviating from the supreme leader’s desired 
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policies. However, the experience of current president Ebrahim Raisi’s government has shown 
that the institutionalization of these mechanisms, regardless of who is president, paralyses the 
administration in addressing daily governance issues that cause structural gridlock: Which bureau 
should issue vehicle registration documents – the judiciary or the police? Which organization may 
issue permits for streaming services –the Ministry of Culture or the state-owned TV? Which bureau 
should regulate the sale of public property to the private sector – the Parliament or the Supreme 
Council of Economic Coordination? Which body may ratify the internet censorship law – the 
Parliament or the Supreme Council of Cyberspace? Even the issue that ignited the recent Woman, 
Life, Freedom movement is not free of the same contradictions: Which institution is responsible 
for determining how to enforce the mandatory hijab – the police or the Supreme Council of the 
Cultural Revolution?

Institutional chaos and the government’s inability to identify the problems and propose and 
implement viable solutions have caused a sharp decline in trust in the government. The structural 
gridlocks have not only escalated the pressures on people but also undermined society’s hope in the 
government’s ability to improve the situation. The obsolete and dysfunctional structure of power 
shows no prospect of leading society toward a better future at the macro or individual level. In 
other words, this authoritarian structure cannot provide democratic mechanisms to reflect voters’ 
demands in policies, social growth, and economic development. Surveys conducted during the 
months leading up to the Women, Life, Freedom movement showed that Iranian society imagines 
the future to be worse than it currently is.

Besides institutional chaos, the inherent duality of the constitution has led to the supreme leader’s 
interference in executive affairs. In all countries with either a presidential or a parliamentary system, 
the most powerful person in the hierarchy is the one who oversees the cabinet. This does not apply 
in Iran, whose supreme leader is directly in charge of national security, defence, foreign policy, and 
even the appointment of the elected president. This deficiency motivates the supreme leader to 
circumvent the president and contact cabinet members directly in order to get information about 
each ministry and to block the policies that he considers incompatible with national security. Such 
interventions of the supreme leader and his subordinate institutions motivates the ministers to align 
their decisions with Khamenei’s preferences regardless of whether or not the public approves of the 
job they are doing. This mechanism increases the risk of corruption and diminishes the government’s 
efficiency. Furthermore, the dual accountability of cabinet members to the supreme leader and the 
president disrupts the performance of the executive branch. This institutional chaos has caused 
crises in governance, and the effort to solve those crises has led to the supreme leader’s further 
interventions and the establishment of additional councils and organizations parallel to ministries. 
This vicious circle has led to a major decrease in the quality of governance over time. Among the 
mechanism’s other effects is the impaired credibility and authority of senior government officials in 
the eyes of the public.
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Even just a decade ago, Iranian society still interpreted the change of key administration figures 
as potential for government improvement and as hope for the future. At that time the dismissal 
and appointment of any minister, parliament speaker, or the vice president had important political 
connotations. The personality and political views of key appointees were criteria for stakeholders 
to predict forthcoming policies. However, the level of involvement of the supreme leader’s office 
and his subordinate institutions in governance has made the elected institutions and the political 
orientation of public officials irrelevant. Currently, it is not only the changes of personnel at the level 
of governors, representatives, and ministers that have become meaningless but there is also no 
clear answer to the question of what meaningful changes will occur if the heads of the branches 
are randomly replaced by one another. Street protests to bring about radical change take place 
when there is least hope for institutional paths to break political gridlock. When citizens’ collective 
conscience comes to believe that the governing structure is not capable of making positive changes, 
public anger will transform into a massive movement.

Internal Colonialism
The process of power unification favouring the unelected members of the regime entered a new 
phase since 2019 under the influence of two factors: the exacerbation of governmental crises; and 
the prospect of the succession of a new supreme leader in the near future. Authoritarian regimes 
have always faced a costly duality in selecting their administrative members. On the one hand, if such 
a regime employs independent experts, the possibility of implementing policies that deviate from 
its ideology will increase, and as a result, it will have to devote additional resources to monitoring. 
On the other hand, if it packs its administration with less specialized but loyal people, the regime 
will pay the price with reduced efficiency.1 The sharp increase in Iran’s budget deficit owing to nuclear 
sanctions as well as deepening crises such as the bankruptcy of pension funds and shortages of 
electricity and gas have reduced its ability to continue to pay the costs associated with tensions 
between elected government officials and the institutions subordinate to the supreme leader. Such 
a situation coincided with Ayatollah Khamenei reaching his 80s and growing need to set the stage 
for his successor. Thus, the big event celebrating the supreme leader’s eightieth birthday was his 
decision to start a new phase of regime purification.

In 2019, Khamenei declared that the revolution has into a “second phase.” The essence of the 
declaration of the second phase of the revolution is about leadership succession.2 According to the 
declaration, the revolutionary political elite expects the younger generation to take power. The aim is 
to extend the supreme leader’s control over all parts of the government by filling key positions with 
his pure loyalists. The political elite initially realized this plan by imposing restrictions on opposition 

1 Barbara Geddes, Joseph George Wright, Joseph Wright, and Erica Frantz, How dictatorships work: Power, personalization, and collapse (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2018).

2 “The Second Phase of the Revolution Statement to the Iranian people,” Khamenei.ir, 11/02/11, 2019, https://bit.ly/3lsJJHJ.

https://bit.ly/3lsJJHJ
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groups, thus forming a unified parliament in 2019 and a government in 2021. The implementation 
of the second phase of the revolution was not limited to making the elections non-competitive 
in favour of the “revolutionary” youth. It also affected other institutions and lower levels of the 
government. In the same vein, even the entry of less loyal people into civil society institutions such 
as bar associations, engineering organizations, and sports federations became severely restricted.

Other Middle Eastern countries, such as Iraq and Syria, have experienced this pattern of purification 
in the past, with the difference that the formation of minority political elites in those cases occurred 
around ethnic and religious divisions. For example, the minority Alawis (less than fifteen percent) 
in Syria hold almost all political power, and the former Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein’s method for 
domination in the 1970s was to change the composition of the administration by appointing people 
from his own city (Tikrit) to key positions. However, in the case of Iran, the loyal group of revolutionaries 
within the Shi’i majority from different regions of the country. They are distinguished from most of 
Iran’s population not by their demographic characteristics but by their ideology, social behaviour, 
culture, and even lifestyle. This small segment of society is visibly distinguishable from average 
Iranians in terms of the shape of their beards and hijabs, vocabulary, rhetoric, religious ceremonies, 
and even entertainment choices. The state-owned media promotes them as the ideal type of citizen.

To keep the political elite motivated and attract new members, it is necessary to make them feel 
that they are not the minority and that their ideology is dominant. In this regard, the discourse of 
the second phase of the revolution was constantly re-enacted in artworks, pro-regime rallies, and 
the media to amplify the voices of the minority. Graduates of the best universities in Iran who have 
made progress in the private sector and start-ups are being monitored and should work according to 
policies designed by ministers, lawmakers, and high-level managers whose quality is below average 
compared to their peers but have been placed in such positions simply because of their loyalty to the 
regime. This trend triggers further alienation, anger, and frustration in society, which are potential 
ingredients of mass protests against the regime. The advancement of a small group of revolutionaries 
polarizes Iranian society. The public routinely refers to this ruling minority as these people, which 
is an expression of the prevailing sense of the otherness of the ruling elites in social psychology. 
Talented young people not considered loyal revolutionaries feel alienated from the administration 
and find their personal growth prospects stymied because they see a small group of revolutionary 
youth filling government positions. This monopoly of a homogenized ruling class with characteristics 
different from the majority of society has created a situation of internal colonialism.3

International Isolation
In 2022, Iran marked the twentieth anniversary of its conflict with the international community over 
its nuclear program. The country faced difficult economic circumstances in the early 2010s because 

3 Asef Bayat “Is Iran on the verge of another revolution?” Zeitoon, February 28, 2023, https://bit.ly/3YWXT1y.

https://bit.ly/3YWXT1y
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of the impact of United Nations Security Council sanctions. The conflict resulted in the signing of 
the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) between Iran, the five permanent members of the 
Security Council (China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States), and Germany. 
The situation was relatively stable, and Iran enjoyed some sanctions relief until President Donald 
Trump withdrew the US from the JCPOA and adopted a policy of “maximum pressure” against 
Iran. As a result, Iran’s oil revenue shrank by ninety percent from 2018 to 2020. Combined with the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, this was a devastating time for Iran’s economy. Consequently, 
Iranians became hopeful when the Democrats won the presidential election and gained control of 
the Senate and House in the 2020 US elections. There was an eight-month window of opportunity 
when there was support for the JCPOA in both Tehran and Washington. The negotiations that began 
right after President Biden took office boosted Iranians’ hopes, with negotiators even reaching a 
draft deal that Rouhani’s opponents in Iran stalled. It seemed that the supreme leader and his allies 
were reluctant to take credit for the opening up of the Iranian economy resulting from the lifting 
of economic sanctions against his administration.4 The general perception was that the ruling 
political elite wanted Ebrahim Raisi to come to power and then sell the agreement as the first fruit 
of the homogeneous government. However, the opposite occurred, and the prospect of the lifting of 
sanctions at the end of Raisi’s first year in office became darker than ever – right when the Woman, 
Life, Freedom movement began. The trajectory of negotiations during the first year of the new Iranian 
administration had several features that raised expectations for their success.

First, the negotiating team had Ali Bagheri, a relative of the supreme leader, as its head. His presence 
marked the end to the duality in foreign policy that could assure the other parties that they were 
negotiating with the representative of Iran’s ultimate authority. Furthermore, the public interpreted 
the fact that the negotiating team kept the contents of the negotiations secret as a sign that the 
negotiations were serious. Never before during the negotiations had the Iranian delegation refrained 
so much from sharing the details of the talks with the public. The continuation of this behaviour gave 
the impression that the negotiations were quietly progressing.

Second, in addition to the Biden administration, the other parties to the negotiations also had strong 
incentives for restoring the JCPOA. The withdrawal of the US from the JCPOA in 2018 deprived Iran of 
nearly all the benefits resulting from this deal. Whereas Iran largely adhered to its commitments, the 
European parties were almost unable to abide by theirs because of the secondary sanctions the US 
imposed. Therefore, they were eager to restore the JCPOA to compensate and keep Iran committed to 
restricting its nuclear program. Meanwhile, observing Iran’s new policy of looking to the East, China 
knew that it would be the major beneficiary of the lifting of economic sanctions.

The third reason for optimism was the economic pressure of sanctions on the Raisi administration. 
He came to power in the first non-competitive elections of the last quarter century with the support 

4 Rouhani even explicitly encouraged the government to let him sign the agreement so that the next government could reap the benefits. See: “Hassan 
Rouhani darbareyeh-e mozakerat-e ehyaye barjam: forsat-e dowlat davazdahum ra az dastash gereftand (Hassan Rouhani on the revival of the JCPOA: they 
robbed the 12th administration of its opportunity),” BBC Persian, July 14, 2021, http://bit.ly/40hzCEj.

http://bit.ly/40hzCEj
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of the supreme leader. Thus, Iranians expected that the whole regime would seriously try to remove 
the sanctions to give Raisi economic relief. However, in spite of these three reasons for optimism, 
Raisi’s first year passed with no progress in restoring the JCPOA. It remains a mystery why Iran’s 
government, in the midst of devastating economic pressure, did not do its best to get the sanctions 
lifted and help its economy, especially when the price of oil in 2021–2022 was greater than $100 a 
barrel. Here are three possible explanations.

First, the government was essentially reluctant to return to the JCPOA. Trump’s violation of the deal 
had made the supreme leader pessimistic about any long-term agreement, and he considered survival 
without the JCPOA a lower price to pay than the shock of a second possible US withdrawal from 
it. In addition, the sanctions provided good justification for the Iranian regime’s poor governance. 
Economic engagement with the world was likely to strengthen Iran’s Western partners to challenge 
the regime in the long term. Furthermore, sanctions arguably weakened civil society and the pro-
democracy middle class, which eventually made it easier for the government to control them.

Second, Russia played a role in preventing the reaching of an agreement. It is certain that military-
security relations between Russia and Iran have greatly improved following their cooperation in 
the Syrian conflict. During the new round of JCPOA negotiations, Iran and the US communicated 
indirectly through a Russian representative who stated Iran’s position on the negotiations. Russia’s 
preventive role in restoring the JCPOA became clearer when Iran militarily supported the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine and called it a preemptive war.5 Iran’s engagement in the Ukraine war angered 
Europe, rendering the prospect of a nuclear agreement more remote even before the Woman, Life, 
Freedom movement began.

Third, sanctions perpetuated the domestic political and economic dynamics. The US withdrawal 
from the JCPOA and the reimposition of sanctions in 2018 taught the Iranian regime that it had to 
take measures to circumvent sanctions and unofficially export its oil. The current mechanism for 
bypassing sanctions created its own stakeholders and beneficiaries inside and outside of Iran. The 
buyers of Iran’s oil have been intermediaries and small private refineries that received oil with 
unprecedented discounts. In addition, the domestic players in the unofficial export of oil are allowed 
to offer discounts and even bribes to sell oil in exchange for commodities or, after deducting the share 
of the intermediary banks, for money. This network of beneficiaries has partners among the political 
elite who try to encourage the government to adopt an uncompromising negotiating position, which 
leads to the continuation of the sanctions. In any case, the result is a complete deadlock in the nuclear 
talks and the feeling of an impasse in society regarding the normalization of foreign relations. Failure 
in the nuclear negotiations means an intensification of the economic crisis and even the probability of 
war in the future, which could materialize in the form of an uprising of desperate people.

5 Tucker Reals and Khaled Wassef, “Iran Supreme Leader Lauds Putin for Starting Ukraine War and Says If He Hadn’t, ‘Dangerous’ NATO Would Have,” CBS 
News, July 20, 2022, http://bit.ly/3Zedyd3.

http://bit.ly/3Zedyd3
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Conclusion
What government crises serve as the backdrop for the recent Woman, Life, Freedom movement? The 
intersection of the three impasses discussed above, along with other factors beyond the scope of 
this article, caused a sequence of collective actions. A modern society where seventy-five percent of 
the population reside in urban spaces, seven million women have university degrees, and ninety-one 
percent have access to the internet,6 Iran has experienced an unprecedented economic downturn 
in the past decade. The overall standard of living fell by more than a third during this period.7 With 
a severe decline in the size of the middle class, the low-income population, nearly eleven million 
ten years ago, has grown to thirty-two million.8 Large numbers of formerly middle-class Iranians 
have moved to more disadvantaged neighbourhoods and suburbs. They have also changed their 
consumption patterns; they buy less protein and are unable to purchase new furniture. The political 
importance of this large population that descended from middle-income to low-income is that they 
are equipped with the skills and instruments necessary to express their dissatisfaction. They include 
teachers, engineers, and artists who find themselves in poverty and are more aware of the political 
context of their loss than those with low incomes from the outset. They are capable of relating their 
economic downfall to the governance impasses and thus frame political claims. They also have 
the ability to communicate with their peers. With access to global media and their interests, they 
know how to use social media properly to introduce themselves to the international community. 
Generation Z comprises gamers playing online with foreign opponents, and their middle-aged 
members are able to convey messages on the internet.

While suppression and lack of leadership may mean that the Woman, Life, Freedom movement does 
not have the features of a classic movement, protesters have managed to create opportunities to put 
pressure on the regime. The movement could more or less create what Tilly et al. called the necessary 
repertoire of collective action.9 Collective actions like sharing videos of people cutting their hair, 
boycotting government-sponsored film festivals, or generating hashtags are among the innovations 
the movement created that can easily change from one issue to another or from one place to another.10

The rapid expansion of this movement has raised expectations of achieving desired political goals, 
and the lack of organization of the protesters inside the country has galvanized the opposition 
abroad to make regime change the primary goal of the movement. In addition, the meeting of 
some Western leaders with exiled opposition figures who were not clear about whether they 

6 “Middle East Internet Statistics, Population, Facebook and Telecommunications Reports,” Internet World Stats: Usage and Population Statistics,
http://bit.ly/3lsKwbF.

7 “Bayaneyeh-e 5 eghtesad  - dan darbareyeh-e risheh-haye eghtesadi e‘aterazha: sedaye e‘aterazha ra beshnavid (Statement of five economists about the 
economic roots of the protests: Hear the voices of the protests),” Ensaf News, October 7, 2022, https://bit.ly/40gYZpH.

8 “38 darsad az jam‘eyat-e Iran dar faqr be sar mibarand (38 percent of Iran’s population is living in poverty),” Shargh Daily, April 26, 2022,
https://bit.ly/3TpbtcT.

9 Charles Tilly, Ernesto Castañeda, and Lesley J. Wood, Social Movements, 1768 - 2018 (New York: Routledge, 2019).

10 David S. Meyer and Sidney Tarrow, “A movement society: Contentious politics for a new century,” In The social movement society: Contentious politics for 
a new century (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 1997), 1 - 28.

http://bit.ly/3lsKwbF
https://bit.ly/40gYZpH
https://bit.ly/3TpbtcT
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represented the protesters gave the impression that the world was beginning to cooperate with 
the next Iranian regime whereas, in reality, the authority of the current regime was still in place.11 
Although the protestors used revolutionary slogans and the regime used violence to suppress them, 
their number increased so that the opposition outside of Iran quickly named their movement as a 
“revolution,” which caused tension between revolutionary expectations and reality. The truth is that 
a revolutionary situation, in which the incumbent government and the opposition reached equality 
in power resources, did not occur during this months-long event.12 Changing the power equilibrium 
requires the strengthening of the opposition on the one hand and the disengagement of the regime’s 
elites on the other.

Although many of the Islamic Republic’s old guard have recently refused to condemn the movement, 
there is still no clear evidence of the political elite’s fall. As mentioned earlier, the regime had 
protected itself against such a possibility by implementing the Second Phase of the Revolution. This 
means that dismissing the old guard and replacing them with a new generation of loyalists had 
already happened. The core of the current government has become purified, cohesive, and under the 
command of the head of state, so it seems unlikely there will be any noticeable disunity, even under 
more severe pressure. However, a revolutionary situation can create the conditions for the departure 
of government and military personnel.

Taking everything into consideration, a set of reforms initiated by the highest level of power is 
the most viable option for the protesters and the government in the immediate future because, 
alongside the collective discontent, general outrage has grown after security forces killed five 
hundred protesters and injured even more. Therefore, the chances that people will contribute to any 
effort to make government work better are unlikely. The results of a poll on this issue show that 
less than twenty percent of Tehran’s residents do not want to participate in civil protests.13 In other 
words, despite being inclined to join protests, the majority do not want to engage in aggressive and 
costly actions in the meantime. Nevertheless, they are not going to be satisfied with anything less 
than radical reforms. The only least costly and viable option for the regime seems to be creating 
prospect by making a real paradigm shift to overcome the three governance impasses.

It is too soon to tell whether recent changes (e.g., peace with Saudi Arabia, the release of prisoners 
arrested in protests, and giving permission to the international nuclear agency for widespread 
monitoring) are attributable to the regime’s intention to deliver meaningful change. One thing is for 
sure: the collapse of the economy and the people’s immense discontent will not give the government 
much time to implement reforms. Unless reform takes place in the near future, it is no exaggeration 
to assume that most of the people who abstained from taking part in the street protests this time 
will be convinced to do so in the next phase of the movement.

11 Among those who met with opposition activists were the French president and the US secretary of state.

12 Tilly, Castañeda, and Wood, Social Movements.

13 “Sad saal va sad ruz: darbareyeh-e khizesh-e mahsa (hundred years and hundred days: Mahsa’s uprising), Zeitoons, https://bit.ly/3Z0Qk9Q.

https://bit.ly/3Z0Qk9Q
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