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The Unique Resilience of Iran’s
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MAX J. PROWANT

A particular blending of ideology and institutions
give the mullahs an extra layer of protection against
unrest.

N JANUARY 8, A GENERAL OF THE ISLAMIC

Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) appeared on state television

with a message for Iranians: “Hold onto your children.” After
two-weeks of country-wide protests, the regime was issuing one final
warning disguised as a plea to parents to bring their sons and daughters
off the streets. That night, it would begin the bloodiest crackdown against
its civilians since coming to power in 1979, killing anywhere from 3,000 to
36,000 in the days to come.
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It is a sign of how vulnerable the regime feels that it resorted to such
violence. Its leaders are right to be nervous. Economically, the country is
in shambles, with the value of its currency dropping to record lows
(1,445,000 rials to the dollar in December). Strategically, it suffered the
indignity of being bombed by both Israel and the United States last
summer while its regional proxy network collapsed. Socially, this was the
sixth mass protest in a decade and saw nearly all segments of society join
in (including the more conservative merchant class). After five decades,
the mullahs have little to show for themselves but hyperinflation,
strategic humiliation, and a population that prefers secular democracy to
clerical rule.

And vyet, despite its weakness, the regime displayed a disquieting will to
stay alive. A month after the early January massacres, the protests have
quelled, and the regime seems to have survived yet again. Tragic as it is, we
should not be surprised. Iran’s particular blending of Shia resistance
theology and its prescribed authoritarian political structure has yielded a
system uniquely insulated against popular discontent. Fostering a
peaceful collapse will take more time and a careful exploitation of the
regime’s weak points.

Elite Unity

Political scientists rarely agree on anything, but a few topics command
broad assent. Among these is that popular (or social) revolutions can
succeed only when there is a major cleavage in the reigning elite. Where
there is elite unity, the likelihood of success diminishes considerably. This
was the key insight made by Theda Skocpol in her 1979 work, States and
Social Revolutions. To put it more starkly, the most determined, popular,
well-organized revolution will fail if the state apparatus remains unified
and has the will to survive. Accordingly, one key to figuring out whether a
popular revolution stands a chance is if there is major infighting between
or defections from the elites in the protested regime. In Iran, there weren’t
any. In many other countries, either an economic crash or a military
defeat could alone suffice to generate the kind of elite cleavage necessary
to cripple the state. But the Islamic Republic is a different kind of beast.
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The more the country suffers, the more elites
can tell themselves (and those in the
population who will listen) that the West
continues to seek its destruction.

Part of the regime’s advantage is the substantive teaching of its founding
ideology. Unlike other twentieth-century ideologies, Khomeinism is
explicitly (and fanatically) religious, granting its adherents the confidence
that God is on their side. It is one thing for a secular dictator to walk away
from power and live in comfortable exile; it is another for a believing man
to turn his back on God. The former faces shame and irrelevance. The
latter faces shame, irrelevance, and eternal damnation. Put differently, the
costs of defection are higher in theocratic regimes.

This problem is accentuated by the specifically Shia brand of Islamism
animating Iran. All countries honor their dead. But in Iran, they are
worshipped. This is in part because Shia Islam is drenched in sacrificial
tragedy, more so than most religions and certainly more so than other
branch of Islam.

Shi'ism begins in a sense with the martyrdom of Imam Hussein
(Muhammad’s grandson and third Imam according to Shias) at the Battle
of Karbala in 680 AD. His death at the hands of the Umayyads infused Shia
Islam with a sense that the world is fundamentally unjust, that tyrants
will trample over the righteous, that struggle is a virtue, and that one who
dies on behalf of God is walking in the path of the Imams. Tehran has
made ample use of the Karbala metaphor, comparing itself to Hussein and
the West to the Umayyads since the beginning. It has also acted on this
comparison, notably when it sent hundreds of thousands to die in the
Iran-Iraq war, a point Ayatollah Khamenei reminded listeners of during
the January protests.

Stepping back from the religious dimension, the specific historical
narrative told by Khomeinism lends itself, as Haviv Rettig Gur put it, to a
“zero sum” view of the world. According to Khomeinism, the West seeks no
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less than the destruction of Islam. Accordingly, the chief aim of the regime
is resistance against Western “imperialism.” The more the country suffers,
the more elites can tell themselves (and those in the population who will
listen) that the West continues to seek its destruction. “In such an
ideological frame, high losses are easily recast as evidence of
righteousness, not of policy failure; as showing a willingness and capacity
to survive.” The regime can grind on in full conviction that the blood in
the streets is a consequence of imperialist meddling, not regime
corruption or incompetence.

We should not underestimate the confidence these dimensions of
Khomeinism give to regime leaders or the lengths they are willing to go to
fulfill their divine mandate. It was revealing how committed the regime
remained to Khomeinism in the aftermath of the Woman, Life, Freedom
protests in 2022 when it refused to relax laws requiring women to wear
head coverings. Instead of compromising and appeasing its frustrated
populace, it dug in its heels in defense of medieval legislation.

But the elites in Iran enjoy more than a sticky ideology. They also benefit
from military and political institutions consciously designed to lock in
the Islamist character of the 1979 revolution and withstand public
pressure for reform. As I've written previously, Iran has a parallel military
system consisting of the formal armed forces (Artesh) and the more
ideologically infused IRGC (Sepah). The IRGC both checks the armed
forces and oversees paramilitary units (the Basij) whose formal charge
includes “defend[ing] neighborhoods in case of emergency.” Put more
directly, the IRGC is a revolutionary institution specially tasked with
making sure another revolution doesn’t succeed. This poses major
problems for any popular uprising. In most cases, it is both necessary and
difficult to flip the military to the protesters’ side. In Iran, doing so
without major buy-in from the IRGC could trigger civil war.

On the political side, Khomeini deliberately designed a regime that
maximized the power of the “guardian jurist” in the office of the Supreme
Leader. Because he was meant to be the wisest and most morally pure, the
guardian jurist could do with minimal legal constraints. Accordingly,
Iran’s institutional design gives significant discretion to the Supreme
Leader, Ali Khamenei. In addition to appointing chiefs and department
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heads in the armed forces (both Artesh and Sepah), the Supreme Leader
also appoints half of the members of the Guardian Council, who in turn
vet candidates for the Assembly of Experts (on paper, the primary check
on the Supreme Leader). Both the Assembly of Experts and the Guardian
Council, in turn, vet candidates for Iran’s Parliament and can disqualify
candidates even after they secure an election. Most political roads lead
back to the Supreme Leader.

Premature military action aimed at fracturing
the elite could very easily yield civil war, the
last outcome any party should want.

Khamenei has always taken advantage of these institutional strings to
ensure committed Khomeinists remained in charge. In recent years,
however, the regime has shrunk the space for dissenting opinions even
further in an effort at political “purification.” For example, in the 2024
elections to the Assembly of Experts, the Guardian Council barred
previous incumbents from running, including moderate reformers like
former president Hassan Rouhani. Regime meddling and strategic vetting
have yielded a similar “hardline” trajectory in the Iranian parliament such
that voter participation dropped to its lowest in 2024 (at 41 percent
compared to 62 percent two cycles previously). These trends indicate a
weakening legitimacy of the regime, but they also suggest consolidation of
a more stringently conservative elite, even less likely to defect now than
ten years ago.

Looking Ahead

The substance of Khomeinism and its attendant political structures
provide regime officials unique durability against unrest, but they do not
make the regime invincible. Like all authoritarian arrangements, the elite
in Iran is a complex web of quietly competing factions spattered across
institutions and whose loyalty to the regime consists of varying degrees of
ideological alignment, fear, and economic interest. Broadly speaking, this
elite includes the Supreme Leader and his personal circle, the wider
clerical establishment, parliamentarians, members of the Assembly of
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Experts and the Guardian Council, the dual-pronged security apparatus,
and vast business and patronage networks. Many of these overlap:
Khamenei’s close circle includes members of each segment; IRGC officers
often go on to serve in parliament and are especially well-connected in
the black market; clerics can be found everywhere (including in the IRGC
and parliament). This matrix held through this round of protests, but
there are weak points whose exploitation could yield peaceful collapse
when Iranians again take to the streets.

There is no established formula for predicting which configuration of
forces must defect in order to secure regime collapse. Given the religious
claims of the theocracy, major clerical desertion would carry special
weight but proved insufficient in the past. From the perspective of a
popular revolution, the most important groups are the IRGC and the
conventional armed forces: Revolutions succeed when the rank-and-file
soldiers either refuse to shoot or when their officers refuse to issue orders
to shoot.

That the security forces followed orders in January suggests that the
regime is not yet ready to fall. Not only did it double down before massive
unrest, it did so in the face of very public threats from an American
president who has demonstrated his willingness to use military force. It is
remarkable that the regime carried out its attacks in the face of seemingly
credible threats from the US. It belies the argument that last summer’s
military strikes seriously divided the regime.

Accordingly, premature military action aimed at fracturing the elite could
very easily yield civil war, the last outcome any party should want.
Successful regime collapse will instead require cajoling individuals in the
regime (particularly in the IRGC), persuading them that defection is
better for them and their families than clinging to a sinking ship. Recent
sanctions against those responsible for the crackdown suggest a turn
toward this more tailored approach. These sanctions implicate not just the
individual, but also his family, by preventing them from traveling to the
US to, for example, take advantage of our superior education system.

Critically, these efforts should not focus exclusively on economic
incentives. If part of the problem with Iran is its fusing religion and
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political ideology, successful wooing will require persuading officials that
the moral and religious ends they seek are not met by the regime, that
Khomeini’s theological innovation has been tried and proven to be a
failure. There are plenty of nodes to work with on this front, from
declining religiosity among Iranians to widespread corruption among
clerics. Far from advancing the cause of Islam, there is sufficient evidence
that the Islamic Republic has hurt it. It is worth remembering that leaders
of the 2009 Green Movement were conservative clerics who had tired of
the regime; we shouldn’t assume that all like-minded ones are in house
arrest.

These efforts should not supplant but should work in tandem with
existing measures to wear down the regime, including the “maximum
pressure” sanctions regime in place. Nor does this exclude the use of
military force to neutralize threats against the Strait of Hormuz or a
reconstituted nuclear and ballistic missile program. But none of these
measures alone will generate the sort of defection that is needed for a
manageable transition in the future.

Max Prowant is the director of academic programs at the Alexander
Hamilton Society and an associate editor at Law & Liberty. He holds a PhD
in government from the University of Texas at Austin.
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