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Hadi Khaniqi, a distinguished profes-
sor of communications and media, 
believes that “dialogue” holds the key 
to resolving today’s challenges in Iran 
and building a brighter future for the 
country. He believes that opportunities 
for dialogue emerged during wartime 
conditions, but unfortunately, this po-
tential was not fully utilized, and with 
the escalation of various factors, we 
witnessed unfortunate events. The 
most dangerous aspect of these events 
is the tendency towards violence, the 
erosion of trust and grounds for dia-
logue, and the polarization of public 
opinion.
In recent days, protests that began ap-
proximately two weeks ago from Teh-
ran’s bazaar and gradually spread to 
various cities, have slowly shifted from 
livelihood-based protest atmospheres 
to political slogans, and have also ad-
opted a violent approach in some ar-
eas. Perhaps we witnessed one of the 
most unprecedented violent processes 
last Thursday and Friday [January 8 and 
9]. How can these events be analyzed, 
and what actions should be taken by 
elites, officials, and the people? In the 
current situation where society has a 
serious need for information and accu-
rate analysis, to analytically examine 
this event, we conducted an interview 
with Hadi Khaniqi, a sociologist and 
professor of communications at Alla-
meh Tabataba’i University.

Why did protests that initially were 
about livelihood issues gradually 
turn violent, and many parts of the 
country witnessed clashes? You have 
considered communication disorder 
as one of the problems of Iranian so-
ciety. Does this same hypothesis have 
the ability to explain the recent situ-
ation as well? What do you believe is 
the origin of this problem?
KHANIQI: I thank IRNA for analyzing 
the dimensions and hidden angles of 
society and country’s events at critical 
junctures. Every protest has various 
economic, social, and political roots, 
and even from a process-oriented per-
spective, one must pay attention to 
its cultural sources, and it is not unaf-
fected by global and regional develop-
ments; what our country and society 
are facing today is a specific aspect of 
this general rule. In any case, a set of 
underlying and exacerbating factors, 
such as chronic structural pressures 
in the area of injustice and persistent 
and stable inequalities, poverty and its 
intensification, blockage or limitation, 
opportunities that arise for productive 
sectors of society, youth, women, and 
ethnic groups, have the potential to 
weaken the foundations of social order 
and create a fragile situation.
The decline of social capital, normative 
erosion, the lowering of institution-
al trust, and the dualization of shared 
values lead to the weakening of conflict 
resolution mechanisms like law and civ-
il institutions, which reduces social ca-
pacities in society. In these conditions, 
any shock or tension can intensify this 
situation and lead to social, political, 
and economic action in response to a 
shortage or a decision. The country’s 
economic situation, affected by sanc-
tions and external threats and the loss 
or limitation of domestic opportunities, 
has formed a fragile central social con-
dition, and it can be said that one man-
ifestation of this is these very protests, 
which started from guild and economic 
protests and quickly acquired political 
dimensions and turned violent.
It cannot be said that this issue only 
started in the past few days; rather, it 
was traceable and preventable before 
this. At one point, we witnessed an ef-
fective and positive confrontation from 
policymaking institutions and executive 

and governance institutions. Of course, 
we have not passed a long time from 
that period, i.e., late Khordad [late May/
early June], when Israel, with the support 
of the US, attacked Iran and a 12-day 
war took shape.
Although a critical and fragile situation 
also emerged during that period, four 
important indicators were observable 
in that critical situation:
First indicator: We witnessed the resto-

ration of trust and an increase in social 
capital in the face of the threat Iran was 
exposed to. All monitoring of develop-
ments in Iranian society before, during, 
and after the attack showed that trust 
in the government, the armed forces, 
and the defenders of the homeland, 
as well as society’s trust in itself, had 
increased. Although this occurred tem-
porarily following the threat, it had the 
potential to continue, but unfortunately, 
it was not attended to after the war.
Second indicator: The rise in society’s 
resilience. This very society, which 
was facing poverty, dissatisfaction, 
and shortages, and where a significant 
portion of the middle class had fallen 
below the poverty line to join the low-
er classes, showed high resilience. In 
the face of shortages, we saw that no 
shops or gas stations became crowded, 
and family capacities were utilized to 
strengthen this solidarity. However, this 
too was not attended to after the war.
Third indicator: Iran’s subversive op-
position, which did not enjoy weight 
and credibility commensurate with the 
status of Iranian society and the devel-
opments that occurred in the country, 
became largely isolated due to its co-
operation and alignment with Iran’s 
enemies.
Fourth indicator: Relatively, the possi-
bility for dialogue with different politi-
cal tastes and viewpoints arose. I have 
said many times that the issue that can 
solve today’s problem in Iran, bring 
benefits for Iran’s tomorrow, and re-
veal shortcomings and mistakes is di-
alogue, and it is a difficult task. During 
the war conditions, this possibility also 
emerged, but this capacity was not uti-
lized well. Consequently, underlying 
and exacerbating factors came into play, 
and these unfortunate events occurred, 
the most dangerous characteristic of 
which is the tendency towards violence, 
the erosion of grounds for trust and di-
alogue, and the polarization of public 
opinion.
Hence, a disruption and communicative 
imbalance arose in public opinion. That 
is, the parties, whether the government 

and society or vice versa, or elites and 
various parts of the government or vice 
versa, do not understand or hear each 
other; while mechanisms for hearing 
them exist. The issue I mentioned in 
pre-crisis conditions has now manifest-
ed more prominently. On one hand, we 
are facing a protesting society, and on 
the other, the government has reasons 
for explaining the economic and live-
lihood situation, but dialogue cannot 

take shape.
Considering that peaceful protests in 
recent days deviated from their path 
and turned violent, how do you de-
fine the role of media in this regard?
I think the overall situation Iran is in, 
in terms of its economic, political, social 
status, its place in today’s world, and 
the international situation, is a special 
one. My recommendation to the media, 
and my request, is that these issues be 
analyzed in the various languages of so-
ciology, economics, politics, psychology, 
and even culture. The situation society 
is in, in my view, is that it is critical of 
its past situation and has accumulated 
protest.
These protests are the result of feelings 
of discrimination or lack of access to 
opportunities. Society feels it is losing 
its capabilities more and more every 
day in all fields, and there is no clear 
horizon ahead for its situation to im-
prove. Consequently, society is in a state 
of everyday life or presentism.
The government’s move in recognizing 
the protest and considering protest a 
right was, in my view, a positive step. 
This is because we are facing a pro-
testing society. The level of dissatisfac-
tion in our society is high, but being a 
protester does not mean the decay of 
society or its reaching bad points and 
violence. Protest can be a sign of soci-
ety’s vitality and can even be useful for 
the governance system, giving signals 
so that protests in economic and social 
policy are considered as data that act 
more importantly than a thermometer, 
like a warning device.
Unfortunately, in our society, these 
matters were not paid much attention 
to. By recognizing protest, the rules and 
mechanisms for reaching consensus to 
solve the problem should be provided 
so that the dissatisfied guild, the dis-
satisfied elite, or that dissatisfied young 
person or woman also knows that their 
counterpart, the official and sovereign 
institutions, understands their words, 
agrees with them, and also seeks their 
help in solving the problem.
This is not merely a temporary and 

symbolic state. Yes, we must both help 
in the formation of civil institutions and 
seek help from associations, parties, 
and organizations. The more organized 
a society is, the more it learns through 
this organization how to resolve pro-
test; something that not only advanced 
societies but also developing societies 
have moved beyond.
We are not the first country to face 
these shortcomings, constraints, and 

even crises, nor will we be the last. It 
can happen anywhere. We must know 
how protest can be transformed into 
stimuli for problem-solving. The con-
cept of problem-solving does not mean 
ignoring the past; rather, we must also 
address correcting mistakes. In my 
opinion, had signs of change in policy-
making, in the state broadcasting and 
media, and in the methods of adminis-
tering the country appeared after the 
12-day war, it would have shown that 
we have difficult conditions, but we can 
overcome these difficult conditions.

Despite the focus on nationalism and 
Iran’s role in society, did you see any 
signs of meaningful change emerg-
ing?
We cannot say there were none, but 
did this happen in proportion to peo-
ple’s expectations and the opportuni-
ty and capacity created at that junc-
ture? The message must be credible. 
You are from the media and know that 
sincerity, transparency, timely infor-
mation dissemination, avoiding stig-
matizing labels and the like, reviving 
shared empathy, reviving shared feel-
ing, and so on must all come togeth-
er. After all, belief stems from public 
opinion and the state of social capital. 
If it contains dissatisfaction, a lack 
of horizon, and hopelessness (which it 
does), it causes the credibility of the 
message to decrease.
We must be able to reach a collective 
agreement on this matter that Iran’s sit-
uation is a difficult one, but this critical 
condition cannot be solved by anyone 
other than the people; a crisis cannot 
be solved by foreign intervention. In 
solving problems, different viewpoints 
must also be given space, and the arena 
should not be narrowed so much that 
an opposition is created and it is imag-
ined as if our ideal condition lies only 
in the past.
Decorating a past unrealistically in 
the face of today’s problems in Iran 
and using the media to turn a blind 
eye to oppression, tyranny, dependen-
cy, and lost opportunities is a product 

Call for dialogue to ease social polarization

Burned buses stand at a depot in Tehran following unrest during protests in Iran on January 8–9, 2026, after demonstrations over economic issues led to damage 
to public property.
  IRNA 
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A brief window 
for rebuilding 
trust and dialogue 
emerged during 
recent wartime 
conditions, marked 
by heightened social 
cohesion, resilience, 
and a shared 
national focus. 
However, the failure 
to consolidate this 
moment allowed 
polarization 
to re-emerge, 
shrinking the 
space for dialogue 
and normalizing 
confrontational 
narratives. 
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It is evident that the country’s securi-
ty, judicial, and law enforcement insti-
tutions will provide senior state offi-
cials with various reports on why the 
situation has escalated into protests. I 
recently had the opportunity to speak 
with several protesters (with those express-
ing dissent, not rioters or vandals). Some were 
first-time protesters, while others had 
protested before. Here is the essence 
of those conversations. Why do people 
protest? For five primary reasons.
1) A Lack of horizon
In the early 2010s, a former minister on 
a study trip to China (around 15 years ago) 
remarked that the Chinese citizens he 
saw lived in miserable conditions. Their 
standard of living and healthcare was in-
comparable to Iran’s at the time. Yet, they 
were remarkably hopeful because they 
witnessed their government periodically 
demolishing old buildings block by block 
and constructing new ones to hand over. 
People lived in hardship but had a clear 
vision. They told themselves, ‘Not this 
month, but next month; not this year, but 
next year, our turn will finally come.’ The 
protesters I spoke with have no clear pic-
ture of the future. (This is a crisis of collective 
national lack of vision.) The current sensitive 
juncture has resulted in us perpetually 
navigating one crisis only to prepare for 
the next – a policy of makeshift, short-
term solutions.
2) Lack of representation
A significant portion of the populace 
feels they lack any real or effective rep-
resentative within the power structure. 
They do not know who effectively pur-
sues their interests, concerns, and pri-
orities within the establishment to see 
them through to a result.

3) Lack of channels
Globally, political parties, trade unions, 
and civil society organizations serve 
as arenas for consolidating opinions, 
dialogue, and negotiation between the 
people and the government. In Iran, we 
lack straightforward, result-oriented 
channels for conveying opinions. To 
simply say 'let the people voice their 
concerns’ raises the question: precisely 
how, and to whom? Suppose someone 
is critical of internet filtering policies; 
where exactly should they turn? A critic 
without a channel becomes a protester.
4) Perception of parallel worlds
Protesters say that over the past de-
cade, they consume less meat (according 
to statistics, red meat consumption has fallen to 
about one-third of levels ten years ago), travel 
less, and take more nerve pills, while 
respected officials speak of progress, 
growth, and development. It is as if we 
inhabit parallel worlds.
5) Choosing the ‘lesser evil’ over 
‘much better’
Over the years, the public has repeat-

edly been urged to choose the ‘lesser 
evil’ option to prevent matters from 
deteriorating drastically. However, 
there are those (outside the establishment) 
who promise a ‘much better’ alterna-
tive (whether true or false). Today’s pro-
testers are the same people who have 
grown weary of the ‘lesser evil’ and 
have pinned their hopes on the ‘much 
better’ option.
A Simplified formula:
Dissatisfaction (Reasons 1 & 5) + Despair 
(Reasons 2, 3 & 4) = Unrest and Unorga-
nized Protests.
It is crucial to distinguish between un-
organized protests and organized riots.
Two Notable Observations from these 
Dialogues:
1) Moving beyond the four tradition-
al authorities
There was a time in this land when 
four primary intellectual and political 
authorities existed: Marja’ (sources of emu-
lation) and clerics, parents, intellectuals, 
and prominent political figures. The 
group of protesters I encountered have 

moved beyond all these. Perhaps we are 
entering a society without reference 
points. I do not know. I only know that 
traditional authorities have long been 
set aside by society, and this, alongside 
an atomized society lacking organiza-
tion, becomes even more concerning. 
Why? Because even if the state wished 
to negotiate with the protesters, with 
whom precisely and how?
2) 50-year chasm
The heads of the three branches of 
government, the Chairman of the Ex-
pediency Discernment Council, and the 
Secretary of the Supreme National Se-
curity Council are all in their seventies 
and eighties. Meanwhile, a significant 
portion of the protesters have not yet 
completed their second decade of life. 
This 50-year age gap makes dialogue 
difficult. Interaction between senior 
managers belonging to the top 7% of 
the age pyramid (over 65) and the 93% of 
society under 65 is not straightforward.
A strategic question:
These protesters (not the vandals) are the 
very people from the streets, the ba-
zaars, schools, and offices. They are 
the nurses who sacrificed themselves 
during the COVID pandemic. They are 
the students and athletes who won 
gold medals for Iran in academic Olym-
piads and the Olympic Games. I believe 
that if called upon, these same protest-
ers would stand shoulder to shoulder 
with military and law enforcement 
forces in defending this land’s security 
against rioters, vandals, and mercenar-
ies. But if the five reasons above per-
sist, we may, through mere rhetoric, 
judicial and law enforcement action 
alone, and media restrictions, manage 
to dampen the visible flames. Yet, what 
does one do with the smoldering em-
bers beneath the ashes?

The interview first appeared in Persian 
on IRNA. 

Understanding drivers of Iranian protests

People in Iran’s northern city of Gorgan, Iran, rally on January 12, 2026, to condemn recent unrest on 
January 8–9, 2026.
  IRNA 

Residents stand amid charred ruins and rubble as smoke lingers over Rasht’s bazaar following the January 8–9, 2026 riots in Iran.
  IRNA 
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of narrow-mindedness. Meanwhile, a  
desirable future horizon can be built by 
recognizing diversity and protest, but 
national construction happens with 
social cohesion, acceptance of the oth-
er, and strengthening non-violent legal 
capacities. If we restore protest to its 
proper place, give it a worthy response, 
facilitate dialogue, and accept our own 
mistakes, problems will lessen. The 
central signifier of Iranian society is 
justice, and justice includes accepting 
and correcting mistakes. One of the ne-
cessities of our society, which has also 
lost many opportunities, is recognizing 
change and reform. If change and re-
form are not recognized in time, they 
turn into accumulated anger.

So you believe the origin of the vio-
lence is this very weakness?
Yes, but this ground is not empty, and 
foreigners also ride on this violence. 
Therefore, in such conditions, I do not 
rule out foreign factors.

What results does the increase in vi-
olence have for society?
Security is what every developing soci-
ety is missing, and development itself 
is the tool for charting the future; espe-
cially for Iranian society, where every 
citizen sees that it has all the capabil-
ities for development, but their own 
situation is not good. A society that is 
hungry, has livelihood problems and 
feels humiliation, and whose future is 
not bright, sees that this situation is not 
worthy of it, and that there have been 
better situations both in its own past 
and in comparison with other coun-
tries.
I think we must contemplate this issue 
nationally, and in this national contem-
plation, there is no difference between 
reformist, principalist, nationalist, re-

ligious, and those who desire change. 
I see all of them. In the reform period, 
which entered the arena with the slo-
gan of civil society and recognizing the 
other, inviting dialogue, and a sense of 
citizens’ effectiveness, it leads to eco-
nomic success. Because it can control 
many threats internally, regionally, and 
globally. So, by recognizing change, 
things can be done.

So you can build economic achieve-
ments from social and political phe-

nomena?
Yes, in any situation, by prioritizing 
solving people’s problems, things can 
be done. If we hear each other’s voic-
es and facilitate dialogue, even in this 
damaged society where many young 
people are anguished, worried, and 
harmed, when we accept all this, in-
stead of saying ‘let come what may,’ 
these damages, weaknesses, shortages, 
destructions, and the loss of human, 
material, and spiritual capital must 
be seen, and we must strive to get out 

of this situation. What I understand is 
that by recognizing protest and diffi-
cult conditions, a clear horizon can be 
drawn for society, and we can move 
towards it.

Considering the current situation, 
what is the solution and what should 
be done?
When the answer to ‘what should be 
done’ becomes very difficult, we must 
think about ‘what should not be done.’ 
From a communication perspective, in 

a dialogic space among elites, experts, 
civil institutions, and citizens, issues be-
come clearer. The worst situation is the 
polarization of the public sphere and 
society. In a polarized space, everyone 
only seeks to gather evidence and docu-
mentation for their own interpretation 
and decision, rather than engaging in 
analysis.
As social psychologists say, a ‘crowd 
mentality’ forms where emotion, imi-
tation, and suggestion are prominent, 
and a reduction in rationality and 
degradation of analytical faculties oc-
cur. In these conditions, no words are 
heard. Sometimes this phenomenon 
can be seen in cyberspace; there are 
two sides that lead to one side, like an 
echo chamber where only the reflec-
tion of one’s own words is heard and 
the other’s words are eliminated. Our 
society needs to speak and be heard. 
The more we move away from a bipo-
lar atmosphere by creating dialogic 
arenas and intermediary institutions 
for two-sided and comprehensive rea-
soning, the better the media can also 
do their job.

What role do elites have in shaping 
a space for dialogue in this regard?
The ground for elites to speak must be 
prepared in society. In a bipolar space, 
‘words’ are hard to hear. Some elites are 
disillusioned, and some see the future 
as so ambiguous that their words are 
not heard correctly and become costly 
for them. Providing arenas for dialogue 
and analytical, rational examination 
where they can articulate the share of 
every mistake and wrong approach is 
essential. In my opinion, it is better for 
elites to enter the arena and speak.

The interview first appeared in Persian 
on IRNA. 

A striking 
generational divide 
exists, with elderly 
government leaders 
facing protests led 
by young people. 
This age gap 
hinders dialogue 
and highlights the 
need to understand 
the protesters’ 
underlying 
grievances, not 
just suppress their 
actions. 


