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Protests in Iran: Possible U.S. Responses and Issues for 

Congress

The outbreak of nationwide protests in Iran in late 
December 2025 prompted a government crackdown that 
appears to have quelled the unrest, at least temporarily, but 
questions about the stability of Iran’s authoritarian 
government persist. President Donald Trump said in early 
January he was considering intervening to “rescue” 
protestors. As the situation evolves, Congress could 
consider for example: authorizing or restricting U.S. 
military action; overseeing potential Administration 
negotiations with Iran and reviewing any resulting 
agreement, including on Iran’s nuclear program; sanctions; 
and foreign assistance aimed at expanding internet access in 
Iran. Congress also could assess the potential effects 
(positive or negative) of outside intervention. 

2025-2026 Protests: Status and Context 
Protests began on December 28, 2025, with merchants in 
Tehran’s central bazaar closing shops to protest the collapse 
of Iran’s currency (rial), which lost roughly half its value in 
2025. Economic discontent among Iran’s merchant class, 
previously viewed as supportive of the Islamic Republic, 
was quickly mirrored across a wider set of the population, 
with broader protests subsequently breaking out in cities 
throughout all of Iran’s 31 provinces.  

Figure 1. Anti-Government Protest in Tehran 

 
Source: Associated Press, January 9, 2026. 

After some initial conciliatory rhetoric, the government 
turned to repression under cover of an information 
blackout; even so-called moderates have backed the 
crackdown against what the regime has characterized as a 
U.S.- and Israeli-backed plot. Following a call from exiled 
Crown Prince Reza Pahlavi (more below) for protests to 
take place on January 8-9, the Iranian government throttled 
communication channels, blocking phone and internet 
access and reportedly using military assets to jam signals 
from the 40,000-50,000 illicit Starlink terminals in the 

country. One U.S.-based human rights group has reported 
over 26,000 arrests and 4,200 protesters (as well as 197 
members of government-affiliated forces) killed as of 
January 20; other sources have claimed casualty figures of 
12,000 or more. That “unprecedented” crackdown 
reportedly decreased protests by mid-January; as of January 
21, circumstances some describe as “virtual martial law” 
appear to have suppressed large-scale protest activity. 

Latest Unrest Differs from Earlier Instances 
Major nationwide unrest swept Iran several other times in 
the past decade, including in 2017-2018 (about economic 
conditions and water scarcity), 2019 (in response to 
increased fuel prices), and 2022-2023 (the ‘Woman, Life, 
Freedom’ movement sparked by the death of Mahsa 
Amini). Some characteristics appear to differentiate the 
latest unrest from these previous episodes, including 

Fewer Iranian government options. In past rounds of 
protest, the Iranian government responded with 
overwhelming violence by state security forces, but also 
some limited policy modifications. For example, since the 
2022-2023 protests, some reports indicate increasing 
defiance of the country’s compulsory hijab (or religious 
head covering) law; implementation of a December 2023 
law to increase punishments for violations of the country’s 
dress code was halted in 2024. Given the depth of Iran’s 
economic disfunction in 2025-2026, and the number of 
protesters calling for the end of Supreme Leader Ali 
Khamenei’s rule and the Islamic Republic itself, the 
government appears to have fewer options to respond to 
grievances than in the past. The January 5 Iranian 
government announcement of monthly payments 
amounting to around $7 may have been an indicator of the 
government’s financial weakness. The government’s 
characterization of protesters as “terrorists” signals that 
there may be little political space for compromise.   

Iran’s weakened regional position. Beyond Iran’s 
escalating financial crisis, recent military setbacks have left 
Iran in one of its weakest strategic positions since the 1979 
establishment of the Islamic Republic. In 2024, Iran 
suffered the loss of air defense and missile production 
capabilities in two rounds of direct conflict with Israel; 
regional allies built up through decades of Iranian 
investment were weakened (Hamas and Lebanese 
Hezbollah) or collapsed entirely (the Asad regime in Syria). 
Iran’s strategic capabilities were further degraded during 
the June 2025 12-Day War with Israel, when U.S. airstrikes 
“severely damaged” Iranian nuclear sites. In the wake of 
these losses, Iranian leaders and protesters alike may view 
protests and the possibility of foreign intervention as more 
concrete threats to the system than in the past. 

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/irans-government-offers-dialogue-protesters-2025-12-30/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/irans-traders-frustrated-by-economic-losses-turn-against-clerics-2026-01-12/
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2026/1/10/why-the-once-loyal-bazaar-merchants-are-now-protesting-in-iran
https://www.en-hrana.org/day-fifteen-of-irans-nationwide-protests-sharp-rise-in-human-casualties/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/dec/30/iran-protesters-demands-widespread-dissent-currency-living-standards
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/12/31/protests-in-iran-spread-amid-deep-discontent-over-economic-duress
https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/iran-moderates-back-crackdown-on-protests-as-regime-closes-ranks-ddc1809f
https://www.iranintl.com/en/202601099818
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/iran-cutting-internet-amid-deadly-protests/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/iran-cutting-internet-amid-deadly-protests/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/zakdoffman/2026/01/12/kill-switch-iran-shuts-down-starlink-internet-for-first-time/?streamIndex=0
https://www.en-hrana.org/day-seventeen-of-irans-protests-continued-internet-shutdown-spike-in-figures-and-intensifying-global-reactions/
https://www.en-hrana.org/day-twenty-four-of-the-protests-continued-communications-blackout-and-international-warnings-of-crimes-against-humanity/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/iran-protest-death-toll-over-12000-feared-higher-video-bodies-at-morgue/
https://usun.usmission.gov/u-s-representative-to-the-united-nations-ambassador-mike-waltzs-interview-with-tony-perkins-of-the-salem-news-channel/
https://www.rferl.org/a/iran-martial-law-protests-security/33653877.html
https://www.crs.gov/Reports/IN12061
https://www.dw.com/en/iranian-women-unveiled-a-shift-in-hijab-enforcement/video-75331633
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RwbFTagKL0U
https://iranprimer.usip.org/blog/2023/sep/25/parliament-passes-new-%E2%80%9Chijab-and-chastity%E2%80%9D-bill
https://iranprimer.usip.org/blog/2023/sep/25/parliament-passes-new-%E2%80%9Chijab-and-chastity%E2%80%9D-bill
https://www.iranintl.com/en/202505252480
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/05/world/europe/iran-protests-payments.html
https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/bank-collapse-iran-protests-83f6b681
https://www.whitehouse.gov/articles/2025/06/experts-agree-irans-nuclear-facilities-have-been-obliterated/
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President Trump’s stated intention to “rescue” 
protesters. While U.S. officials during past episodes of 
unrest praised Iranian protesters and criticized Iranian 
government crackdowns, President Trump’s January 2 
pronouncement on social media went further: “If Iran shots 
[sic] and violently kills peaceful protesters … the United 
States will come to their rescue. We are locked and loaded 
and ready to go.”  

Statements from President Trump, combined with the 
United States’ use of force in Iran in 2025 and Venezuela in 
2026, could influence the thinking or actions of protesters, 
security forces, or government officials in Iran. Two 
analysts argued on January 12 that “American strikes could 
tip the balance” in favor of protesters, but also cautioned 
that “the regime could triumph even if Mr. Trump bombs 
the country.” On January 14, President Trump expressed his 
“respect” for what he called the Iranian government’s 
halting of planned executions.  

 

The 2025-2026 protest movement, like previous episodes 
over the past decade, appears to lack unified organization or 
leadership. As the representative of the royal family 
deposed by Iran’s 1979 revolution, the Crown Prince has 
asserted a more prominent role in 2025-2026; President 
Trump described him as a “nice person” but suggested it 
wouldn’t be “appropriate” to meet with him and that “we 
should let everybody go out there and we see who 
emerges.”  

Possible U.S. Responses, Future 
Scenarios, and Implications for Congress 
As U.S. officials consider the situation on the ground, end 
goals, and courses of action, potential scenarios include 

U.S.-Iran negotiations. While President Trump wrote on 
January 13 that he had “cancelled all meetings” with 
Iranian officials until “the senseless killing of protesters 
STOPS,” officials from both sides (who engaged in indirect 
diplomatic negotiations most recently in spring 2025) have 
since expressed openness to the idea of talks. Iranian 
leaders could pursue talks to buy time, or could assess that a 
new agreement including concessions on the country’s 
nuclear program would reduce the probability of U.S. 
military action and possibly lead to economic benefits. 

U.S. military action. Congress has not authorized the use 
of force in Iran, whether in connection with protests or 
otherwise. President Trump’s December 2025 National 
Security Strategy argues, “We should encourage and 
applaud reform [in the Middle East] when and where it 
emerges organically, without trying to impose it from 
without.” The Strategy refers to Iran as “the region’s chief 

destabilizing force” but also as “greatly weakened.” That 
perceived weakness, exacerbated by economic and military 
setbacks, could be cited by proponents of U.S. action as 
presenting an opportunity to change Iran’s government. 

Based on open-source information, there do not appear to 
have been widespread defections from within Iran’s 
military, security forces, or political elite to date. This could 
constrain both the protesters’ odds of success as well as the 
potential insiders with whom the United States could work 
to secure changes in government policy or personnel. 
Moreover, Iran’s security forces appear to have strong 
economic interests in the current system. In 2012, the U.S. 
Department of the Treasury described the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), which was designated 
as a Foreign Terrorist Organization in 2019, as “Iran’s most 
powerful economic actor.” 

Iranian officials have vowed to target Israel and U.S. 
military forces in the event of a U.S. strike. Extended 
military operations in a large and diverse country like Iran 
could impose costs, including humanitarian costs in the 
event that displacement follows a regime change, a 
protracted period of civil unrest, or both. Some 
governments that are U.S. partners in the region have 
reportedly cautioned privately against military action, citing 
concerns that Iran could retaliate by disrupting oil transiting 
through the Strait of Hormuz.  

Economic pressure. President Trump posted on social 
media on January 12 that “any Country doing business with 
[Iran] will pay a Tariff of 25% on any and all business 
being done with the United States of America.” 
Implementation details had not been released as of January 
21. While the United States maintains comprehensive 
sanctions on many sectors of Iran’s economy, other 
countries have relatively normal economic relations with 
Iran; Germany, China, India, and Turkey are among Iran’s 
top import/export partners. On January 15, 2025, the 
Department of the Treasury announced sanctions on five 
Iranian officials, including 2 IRGC officers. Treasury 
Secretary Scott Bessent said in January 2026 that Iran’s 
currency collapse and other aspects of its economic crisis 
was evidence that the Administration’s “maximum 
pressure” strategy had “worked.”    

Congress could consider legislative and oversight actions 
related to the use of military force, U.S. diplomacy and 
diplomatic agreements, sanctions, and foreign assistance 
aimed at expanding internet access. Congressional reactions 
to events in Iran and possible U.S. action have included the 
introduction of a resolution (H.Res. 1008) that would 
condemn the Iranian government’s crackdown and urge 
U.S. and allied measures to deter future violence against 
protesters; statements expressing solidarity with protesters; 
support for U.S. actions to protect protesters; and 
skepticism about the efficacy of U.S. military action to 
support protests.  

Clayton Thomas, Specialist in Middle Eastern Affairs   
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January 13, 2026: “Iranian Patriots, KEEP 
PROTESTING – TAKE OVER YOUR 
INSTITUTIONS!!! Save the names of the killers and 
abusers. They will pay a big price. I have cancelled all 
meetings with Iranian Officials until the senseless 
killing of protesters STOPS. HELP IS ON ITS WAY. 
MIGA!!! PRESIDENT DONALD J. TRUMP” 

https://x.com/realDonaldTrump/status/946949708915924994
https://truthsocial.com/@realDonaldTrump/posts/115824439366264186
https://www.crs.gov/Reports/IN12571
https://www.wsj.com/opinion/dont-repeat-obamas-mistake-in-iran-99071dea?
https://truthsocial.com/@realDonaldTrump/posts/115906000981082082
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2026/01/14/iran-reza-pahlavi-opposition-protests/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2026/01/14/iran-reza-pahlavi-opposition-protests/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fz9i9znw6cg
https://truthsocial.com/@realDonaldTrump/posts/115888317758045915
https://www.arabnews.pk/node/2630110/middle-east
https://www.wsj.com/opinion/irans-regime-defends-its-crackdown-46a2f59a
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/2025-National-Security-Strategy.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/2025-National-Security-Strategy.pdf
https://time.com/7345623/iran-protests-reza-shah-pahlavi-ayatollah-1979/
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/tg1718
https://www.npr.org/2026/01/11/nx-s1-5673845/iran-us-israel-targets-protests
https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/irans-gulf-rivals-warn-u-s-against-strike-on-iran-1388236e
https://www.crs.gov/Reports/R45281
https://www.crs.gov/Reports/R45281
https://truthsocial.com/@realDonaldTrump/posts/115884319075881590
https://truthsocial.com/@realDonaldTrump/posts/115884319075881590
https://oec.world/en/profile/country/irn
https://oec.world/en/profile/country/irn
http://www.congress.gov/cgi-lis/bdquery/z?d119:H.Res.1008:
https://jeffries.house.gov/2026/01/10/leader-jeffries-statement-on-protests-in-iran/
https://mcclintock.house.gov/newsroom/press-releases/congressmen-mcclintock-and-cohen-condemn-irans-brutal-suppression
https://transcripts.cnn.com/show/sotu/date/2026-01-11/segment/01
https://www.politico.com/news/2026/01/11/rand-paul-bombing-iran-not-the-answer-00721432
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