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Introduction

The socio-political landscape of Iran between 1401 (2022) and 1405 (2026) has undergone profound transformations
in the nature of collective action and national discourse. The social upheavals of 1401 were widely interpreted through
the lens of a “generational divide” and deep-seated grievances against the state, raising concerns that unmanaged
generational cleavages could escalate into political and security crises. The emergence of the so-called “Third Imposed
War” in 1405, however, introduced a new variable: an existential external threat that reframed the terms of domestic
contestation. This study explores the metamorphosis of Iranian social protest movements, investigating how the
national focus shifted from an internal, confrontation-based generational conflict to a more cohesive, patriotic
solidarity centered on national defense and sovereignty. The primary research question is: How did the existential
threat posed by the Third Imposed War recalibrate the narrative strategies and collective behavior of Iranian youth
and broader society? A related question concerns the consequences of this shift for state—nation relations and political
legitimacy: does the newfound solidarity represent a structural resolution of societal cleavages, or merely a reactive,
temporary alignment against external pressure? Two working hypotheses guide the analysis: first, that under external
threat the young generation moves from confrontation toward a redefinition of national identity, primarily at the
discursive level; and second, that the crisis of representation is managed by shifting the field of competition from the
street to the “field of narrative

Methods

To analyze these dynamics, the study employs a descriptive-analytical approach grounded in Critical Discourse
Analysis (CDA), which permits examination of how power relations, narratives, and political identities are constructed
and negotiated through language. The scope covers 1401 to 1405, a timeframe critical for observing the evolution of
public sentiment from protest to mobilization. Data were collected through library and documentary research from
official government statements, policy documents, mainstream media reports, and a large corpus of social media
discourse produced during key events. The procedure involves systematic categorization of narratives followed by
intertextual validation to uncover hidden layers of meaning in both state-led and grassroots discourse. The theoretical
apparatus combines the concept of “social paradigm change” (drawing on Kuhn and Tarou, operationalized through
unwritten rules, the hegemonic meaning-making framework, and resource distribution) with the notion of the
“mission-mobilized people” as historical agency expressed in mass public presence and collective-will deterrence. By
comparing the rhetoric of the 1401 protests with the patriotic narratives of 1405, the study identifies the mechanisms
through which the shift from confrontation to solidarity occurred.
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Findings

The findings indicate that the Third Imposed War acted as a significant catalyst for the reinforcement of national
cohesion and territorial unity. Despite persistent economic challenges, the existential threat of external conflict
facilitated a re-prioritization of national interests among the youth, consistent with comparative evidence that external
threat strengthens domestic in-group cohesion. A primary manifestation of this shift is the evolution of collective
action patterns from “street-based protest” toward “narrative-driven resistance”: contention migrated from physical
arenas — streets and universities — to the production and circulation of meaning. Campaigns such as “Jan-Fada”
exemplify this phenomenon, in which symbols of national sacrifice were repurposed to bridge the gap between state
ideology and public sentiment, allowing heterogeneous social groups to converge under a singular patriotic umbrella
without abandoning their prior grievances.

The study further finds that the governance structure managed the “crisis of representation” and the generational divide
not by addressing structural grievances directly, but by repositioning the external threat as a common enemy and
thereby shifting the field of competition to the arena of narrative. In this sense, patriotic mobilization functioned as an
implicit substitute for representation: the state gained legitimacy resources from mass alignment, while the public
gained an identity frame transcending the confrontation of 1401. The reviewed literature supports this mechanism’s
premise that generational cleavage is real but multi-layered, its political consequences depending on how it is managed
while the observed case shows that a hegemonic security narrative can suspend, rather than resolve, its political
expression. Crucially, however, the findings caution that this solidarity is highly situation-dependent. It functions as
a reactive response to external antagonism rather than an organic, long-term consensus. The observed “patriotic
solidarity” is volatile: it relies heavily on the continuation of the threat environment to suppress internal tensions, and
it has not been accompanied by structural adjustments in economic policy or youth inclusion.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings underscore that while the Third Imposed War has effectively curtailed overt socio-political conflict and
fostered a temporary patriotic front, it does not constitute a fundamental resolution of the underlying generational and
social cleavages. The observed solidarity is “reactive,” contingent upon external pressures rather than institutionalized
trust. The long-term stability of the state—nation relationship is therefore precarious: it cannot rely indefinitely on the
narrative of an external threat to mask internal systemic issues. The sustainability of this cohesion depends on the
state’s capacity to transition from a reactive narrative strategy to a proactive engagement strategy addressing the
structural economic roots of the 1401 grievances, fostering genuine institutionalized dialogue with the younger
generation, and ensuring that patriotic sentiment is matched by socio-economic empowerment. Failure to address these
drivers may lead to the rapid erosion of the current social capital once the existential pressures of the war dissipate.
The research concludes that while national unity is achievable, its durability requires more than narrative management:
it requires structural responsiveness and a redefined socio-political contract in which the mobilized agency of the
people is converted into durable institutional legitimacy.
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