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CrossMark

In recent decades, Iran has faced numerous domestic and external crises that have not
only remained unresolved but have also been continuously reproduced within a
recurring cycle. This phenomenon, which is termed the “law of crisis persistence” in
the present article, results from a combination of structural, political, and economic
factors that have made it difficult to break this cycle. This study seeks to identify the
cyclical pattern of crises and examine the factors contributing to their persistence. It
does not regard external factors as the principal variable underlying these crises.
Rather, the main focus of the article is the Islamic Republic of Iran. Given the breadth
of the relevant historical period, the study does not attempt to examine multiple
political eras, as doing so could lead to excessive generalization. The principal research
question is as follows: To what extent can the existence of a law of crisis persistence
be substantiated, and what are the factors and patterns constituting this law? The
findings indicate that domestic and external crises in the Islamic Republic of Iran are
not merely the consequences of external forces; rather, they are produced by a recurring
pattern embedded in Iran’s governance structure. These crises follow a set of factors
and mechanisms that may be classified as follows: the prioritization of expediency in
governance and the politicization of macro-level decision-making in the Islamic
Republic; the absence of elite circulation and the continued presence of crisis-
generating actors; the institutionalization of crisis as an instrument for preserving
power; a crisis-oriented economy and the inability to achieve sustainable development;
the role of foreign policy in reproducing domestic crises; and the internal circulation
of crises and the resulting inability to escape from them. Collectively, these factors
have created a pattern through which crises are successively reproduced and sustained
in the Islamic Republic. Breaking this cycle is unlikely without systematically
examining and addressing the aforementioned issues. The criterion used to classify
these factors was their greater recurrence in comparison with other contributing
variables. This study employs a descriptive-analytical method and draws on historical,
economic, and political sources to examine the pattern of crises and their underlying
causes.

Keywords: crisis cycle, Islamic Republic of Iran, foreign policy, oil-based economy,
centralization, participatory governance, crisis reproduction.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The contemporary political history of the Islamic Republic of Iran has been characterized by the
persistence and recurrent reproduction of interconnected domestic and external crises. Unlike political
systems in which crises are treated as temporary disruptions requiring institutional correction, crisis in
Iran appears to have become embedded in the ordinary mechanisms of governance. This article
conceptualizes this phenomenon as the “law of crisis persistence,” referring to a recurring pattern through
which one crisis is reduced, displaced, or temporarily contained only to be replaced by another. From this
perspective, crisis is not merely an unintended consequence of political action, but an enduring component
of the political, economic, and administrative order. Although a dominant interpretation attributes Iran’s
difficulties primarily to international sanctions, security threats, foreign intervention, and geopolitical
hostility, such an approach provides only a partial explanation. External pressures have undeniably
imposed substantial economic and political costs, particularly through sanctions and restrictions on trade,
investment, and access to foreign currency (Aslan et al., 2020); however, their effects have been intensified
by domestic institutional weaknesses, the concentration of political authority, the absence of effective
accountability mechanisms, and the persistence of short-term decision-making. The central argument of
this study is therefore that recurring crises in lIran are not simply imported from the international
environment; rather, they are systematically reproduced through the interaction of domestic governance
structures, political expediency, elite continuity, a crisis-oriented economy, coercive responses to public
dissatisfaction, and confrontational foreign-policy choices.

The theoretical foundation of the study draws on political science, political economy, and political
sociology, while recognizing that conventional theories alone cannot fully explain the specific
characteristics of crisis reproduction in Iran. State crisis theory is concerned with conditions under which
the legitimacy, authority, institutional cohesion, or functional capacity of government becomes subject to
sustained pressure (Hartley, 2024). In this framework, a crisis becomes structural when institutions are
unable to resolve the causes of instability and instead reproduce the conditions that initially generated it.
Political-economy approaches similarly demonstrate that economic crises cannot be reduced to temporary
financial disruptions, because they are frequently rooted in the interaction between political institutions,
distributive arrangements, and unequal access to resources (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012). Crisis studies
also emphasize the interdependence of domestic politics and foreign policy, indicating that international
behavior is often shaped by internal legitimacy concerns, while external tensions can simultaneously
deepen domestic instability (Stern, 2003). Nevertheless, the Iranian case requires a more context-sensitive
analytical framework. The article therefore develops the concept of an “Iranian crisis,” in which
expediency-oriented governance constitutes the principal explanatory variable, while managerial rigidity,
elite entrenchment, a crisis-dependent economy, securitized governance, and confrontational foreign
policy operate as interconnected secondary variables. The concept of instrumental rationality is also
relevant because short-term measures may be politically rational for regime preservation even when they
are socially or economically destructive in the long term (Oakes, 2003).

Methodologically, the study employs a descriptive-analytical design and examines political,
economic, historical, and sociological evidence concerning recurring crises in the Islamic Republic.
Rather than attempting to cover all historical periods or treating every crisis as analytically equivalent, the
research focuses specifically on the governance structure of the Islamic Republic and identifies factors
that display a particularly high degree of recurrence. The principal research question asks to what extent



the existence of a “law of crisis persistence” can be substantiated and what factors and mechanisms
constitute this pattern. The analysis is organized around six recurring dimensions: expediency-oriented
governance and the politicization of macro-level decision-making; the absence of elite circulation and the
continued survival of crisis-producing officials; the institutionalization of crisis as an instrument of
political preservation; the emergence of a crisis-oriented economy incapable of sustainable development;
the role of foreign policy in reproducing domestic instability; and the internal circulation of crises, which
obstructs effective exit from the cycle. The study does not claim that external factors are irrelevant, but
argues that they become decisive only through their interaction with domestic structures. Sanctions, for
example, have caused major socioeconomic consequences, yet their domestic effects have been intensified
by weaknesses in currency allocation, fiscal policy, economic transparency, and resource distribution
(Beshkhor, 2021). The classification of the six factors is therefore based on their explanatory relevance,
structural continuity, and repeated appearance across different crises.

The findings indicate, first, that expediency-oriented governance is one of the most important
mechanisms through which crises are reproduced. In both economic and foreign-policy decision-making,
short-term regime preservation has repeatedly taken precedence over structural reform. Economic
measures such as preferential exchange rates, administrative price controls, monetary expansion, and
emergency market intervention may temporarily reduce visible pressure, but frequently generate new
forms of corruption, inflation, rent-seeking, and institutional inefficiency. Comparable experiences in oil-
dependent and institutionally fragile states demonstrate that exchange-rate controls and discretionary
resource allocation cannot substitute for structural reform and may instead deepen economic collapse
(Hausmann & Rodriguez, 2015). In Iran, dependence on oil revenues, state intervention, budget deficits,
weak fiscal discipline, and the repeated use of monetary expansion have obstructed sustainable economic
planning (Ghodsi et al., 2018). The same logic is evident in foreign policy, where ideological confrontation
and the prioritization of immediate strategic survival have contributed to sanctions, international isolation,
and unequal dependence on a limited number of external partners. Regional support for allied groups has
strengthened Iran’s strategic influence in some contexts but has also imposed political and economic costs,
particularly when citizens perceive a contradiction between external expenditures and deteriorating
domestic living conditions (Juneau, 2016). Consequently, political expediency does not merely postpone
reform; it actively transforms unresolved problems into the foundations of subsequent crises.

Second, the analysis shows that the absence of meaningful elite circulation and the
institutionalization of crisis as a political instrument reinforce one another. In an adaptive governance
system, officials associated with major failures are replaced, institutions are reformed, and policy lessons
are incorporated into future decision-making. In the Islamic Republic, however, political loyalty and intra-
elite equilibrium frequently appear to take precedence over performance, accountability, and
administrative renewal. The continued movement of long-serving officials between influential institutions
creates a closed and self-referential decision-making structure in which policy errors are reproduced rather
than corrected. This pattern is consistent with analyses of ruling-elite political culture in contemporary
Iran, which emphasize the persistence of entrenched political networks and limited circulation among
decision-makers (Khosravi & Fard, 2016). At the same time, crises have often been framed as products of
foreign conspiracy, thereby legitimizing coercive responses and restricting the political space available
for criticism. State responses to demonstrations have repeatedly relied on securitization, repression, arrest,
internet restrictions, and the attribution of domestic grievances to external enemies (Alemzadeh, 2023).



Public-opinion research and analyses of protest movements demonstrate that unresolved socioeconomic
grievances, rather than disappearing under repression, frequently accumulate and re-emerge in more
intense forms (Mohseni et al., 2022). The protests of 2017-2018, 20192020, and 2022 illustrate this
dynamic, as coercive responses contributed to political distrust, collective anger, and the strengthening of
a historical memory of repression (Lob, 2024; Rafiei Bahabadi, 2022; Shahi & Abdoh-Tabrizi, 2020).

In conclusion, the “law of crisis persistence” describes a self-reinforcing sequence in which
economic, political, social, and international crises continuously generate one another. Economic
instability produces dissatisfaction; dissatisfaction is met with coercive containment rather than structural
reform; repression increases political distrust and weakens domestic legitimacy; declining legitimacy
encourages more securitized and confrontational policies; external confrontation produces sanctions and
international pressure; and sanctions further reduce national income, intensify inflation, and deepen social
hardship. The significance of this model lies in demonstrating that the persistence of crisis cannot be
adequately explained by foreign pressure alone. External constraints are important, but they operate within
a domestic structure that repeatedly magnifies their effects and obstructs institutional learning. Breaking
this cycle therefore requires more than isolated policy adjustments, administrative reshuffling, or
temporary economic relief. It necessitates simultaneous reforms in fiscal discipline, transparency,
economic governance, institutional accountability, elite circulation, political participation,
decentralization, foreign-policy de-escalation, and sustainable investment. Most importantly, political
survival must be redefined through problem-solving rather than through the postponement, securitization,
or instrumentalization of unresolved problems. Unless the logic of governance shifts from crisis
management to structural resolution, every temporary remedy is likely to become the source of a
subsequent crisis, and the political system will remain trapped in a recurring cycle of instability,
repression, economic deterioration, and declining public confidence.
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