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Introduction

Due to its impact on the continuity or disruption of political systems, political
stability/instability is considered a crucial topic in political science. A political system
may be stable when its policies, strategies, and overall performance are not met with
widespread opposition and political protests from the public. The political protests in
recent years in Iran have challenged political stability at certain times. In the present
paper, we focus on the sense of relative deprivation as the most significant factor in
the formation of the political protests of November 2019, prioritizing it among other
causes. Thus, the main research question is framed as follows: How did the sense of
relative deprivation contribute to and influence political instability in November
2019? With the start of President Rouhani’s second administration in 2017, value
expectations (welfare, power, and interpersonal values) increased among the public,
while their means to achieve these goals decreased. The failure to meet these
expectations led to the emergence of a sense of escalating relative deprivation. Based
on the research findings, the sudden increase in gasoline prices provided an
opportunity for expressing this dissatisfaction and anger. This discontent was
amplified through new communication channels and internet culture, with social
media playing a pivotal role in spreading dissatisfaction. The result was political
instability in November 2019 across Iranian society.

Methodology

This paper employs Ted Robert Gurr’s theory of relative deprivation and utilizes a
process-tracing (causal) method. In process-tracing, the researcher attempts to link the
stages of influence of one or more variables to an outcome. This method allows the
analysis of how an event occurs within a framework. In essence, a cause may lead directly
and immediately, or indirectly and through intermediary means, to an event or outcome.
Thus, the causal mechanism follows a lawful order, leading from cause to effect (Little,
2007). In the current study, the process beginning with the aggregation of “increased
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expectations” and “decreased facilities” culminated in the November 2019 protests after
passing through various stages, events, and decisions. Given the theoretical nature of the
research, data collection was conducted through library research, and secondary analysis
was performed in some sections of the paper based on available quantitative data.

Results and Discussion

Ted Robert Gurr’s theory of relative deprivation, based on the “frustration-aggression”
hypothesis, was presented in his book “Why Men Rebel”. Gurr attributes the main cause
of violence and consequently political instability to the creation of relative deprivation
among individuals in a society. In fact, the greater the gap between value expectations (or
level of expectations) and value capabilities (or facilities for fulfilling needs) is, the
greater the sense of relative deprivation will be. According to Gurr, this gap can manifest
in three forms: 1) Decremental deprivation 2) Aspirational deprivation 3) Progressive
deprivation.

Gurr presents a threefold classification of values, when combined, forming the basis of
relative deprivation: 1- Welfare values, such as material goods, food, housing, etc. 2-
Power values, such as the right to vote, participation in political competition, etc., and 3-
Interpersonal values, such as the desire for status, recognition, or securing a role or job
accepted by society, where individuals feel they have gained a certain level of prestige
within their social networks (Gurr, 2023: 48-50). Individuals’ efforts to acquire these
values, and their failure to obtain them while believing themselves deserving, result in
relative deprivation and dissatisfaction.

After defining the concept of relative deprivation as the independent variable, we
address the concept of political instability as the dependent variable. Sanders argues
that political instability is directly related to the occurrence or non-occurrence of
changes in any government, regime, or society; i.e., how much the created changes
and challenges have altered the usual pattern of a particular governmental system,
regime, or society (Sanders, 2001: 134). Therefore, political instability is discussed
on three levels: society, regime, and government. In this paper, political instability is
considered in the form of social unrest and political violence at the societal level.
Within the framework of process tracing, the theoretical model of this paper may be
depicted through the following pattern:
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The feeling of relative deprivation encompasses economic (welfare values), political
(power values), and social (interpersonal values) dimensions. Regarding welfare values,
the Gini index at the beginning of President Rouhani’s administration in 2013 was 0.3650,
and by 2019 it had increased by around 40% to 0.3992 (Statistical Center of Iran, 2019).
The Gini index is typically expressed as a percentage, where a value of zero indicates
complete equality, and an increase toward one signifies greater inequality. According to
data from the Statistical Center of Iran, the country’s per capita income decreased from
56.5 million Rials in 2017 to 48.7 million Rials in 2019, while the average monthly
inflation rate, which was 8% in June 2017, surged fivefold to 41% by 2019. Additionally,
the youth unemployment rate rose to 26.1% in the summer of 2019 (Statistical Center of
Iran, 2023). The percentage change in food and beverage prices increased from 12.3% in
2017 to 43% in 2019 (Statistical Center of Iran, 2019).

With the approval of the JCPOA in July 2015, hopes for economic and livelihood
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improvements became more prominent in the minds of the public. People expected that by
supporting Rouhani’s administration for a second term, they could achieve their value-
based expectations, including welfare values. However, internal factional disputes
between the two political wings and changes in the international system (such as the U.S.
withdrawal from the JCPOA and the reimposition of sanctions) caused the government’s
promises to remain unfulfilled. Gradually, the government’s inability became apparent,
and hopes were faded away. People’s capabilities to achieve their goals diminished,
leading to dissatisfaction, frustration, and anger toward political officials. However, the
feeling of relative deprivation extends beyond just economic resources; it also has social
and political dimensions.

From the perspective of power values, the issue of participation and voting takes center
stage. According to data from the “Values and Attitudes of Iranians Survey”, regarding
the statement “The government places great importance on the people’s votes and
opinions”, the figures reveal a decline in public belief in this statement over time, from
2000 to 2015. In the first wave in 2000, 55.1% of the people (Ministry of Culture and
Islamic Guidance, 2002: 212) believed that the government valued public opinion, but by
the third wave in 2015, this figure had dropped to 42.3% (Ministry of Culture and Islamic
Guidance, 2016: 327). This nearly 13% decline over 15 years and the strengthening of the
belief that the government does not value public opinion implies that by the 2010s, most
people believed that government policies were enacted without regard for the people’s
demands and that political participation had little worth or significance.

Although the opportunity for political participation through voting was available to the
public, people felt that the expected outcomes from the system were not being delivered.
In other words, they perceived voting as a futile act, believing that the government did not
care about public opinion. Consequently, their value-based expectations were not being
met. This sense of despair, dissatisfaction, and frustration from the perspective of power
values led to a noticeable and significant decline in voter turnout during the parliamentary
elections of February 2019, with participation dropping to 42.57% (IRNA, 2019),
compared to previous periods.

From the perspective of interpersonal values, data from the “Values and Attitudes of
Iranians Survey” in 2015 regarding the statement “The law is applied equally to both the
public and officials” shows that 40% disagreed or strongly disagreed, 35% were neutral,
and 23.8% agreed or strongly agreed (Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance, 2016:
171). Regarding perceptions of judicial fairness in 2015, 25.6% believed there was little
or very little chance of reclaiming their lost rights through legal channels, 46.2% believed
there was some chance, and 27.3% believed there was a lot or a very high chance
(Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance, 2016: 169). In reality, a growing sense of
discrimination among the public and a significant decline in institutional trust in the
judiciary and other official governmental bodies were witnessed. It appeared that people
felt they were at a lower level in terms of legal protections compared to political elites or
those connected to centers of power. Over time, this perception grew that laws were less
enforceable when it came to those connected to power, especially concerning corruption.
The failure to properly address corrupt individuals fueled a growing sense of despair,
dissatisfaction, and a feeling of discrimination among the public.

As increasing expectations coincided with decreasing resources, “relative progressive
deprivation” began to take shape. The convergence of the three dimensions of relative
deprivation, alongside the growth of “internet culture” (Castells, 2021: 33) and the rise of
virtual social networks, spread despair and dissatisfaction across the country. In 2013, the
internet penetration rate in Iran was around 30% (Statistical Center of Iran, 2014), and by
2019, it had reached approximately 94%, meaning that out of every 100 people, 94 were
using the internet, with around 45 million people owning smartphones (Tasnim News
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Agency, 2020). The mobile internet penetration rate was reported to be about 83% (Mehr
News Agency, 2020), indicating that 83 out of every 100 Iranians owned a smartphone.
The widespread availability of smartphones enabled the instant and broad dissemination
of news, allowing frustrated and dissatisfied protesters to coordinate in real time. This
facilitated their simultaneous mobilization across various parts of Iran in November 2019
to take to the streets in protest.

Conclusion

In this study, using the process-tracing method, it was attempted to demonstrate how
relative progressive deprivation, through creating a sense of frustration and amplifying it
in the digital space, led to widespread dissatisfaction as a shared experience. This broad
dissatisfaction, expressed as political violence, resulted in political instability in Iranian
society during November 2019. People found themselves in a situation marked by high
inflation, a severe decline in purchasing power, a sense of the formal nature of the
electoral structure, a loss of dignity and status, and a feeling of discrimination and
inequality in social and legal rights, either creating or reinforcing a sense of relative
deprivation. The gap between expectations and the facilities to fulfill them had grown so
wide that relative deprivation took on a progressive or exponential form. The dissatisfied,
disillusioned, and angry public was seeking an opportunity to protest, and the sudden rise
in fuel prices ignited this powder keg of discontent. With political instability spreading
across society, the government, and eventually the entire political structure, became the
targets of the protesters’ slogans.

Economic, political, and cultural variables all play a role in pushing relative deprivation
toward protest and political violence. The quality of governance and the strengthening of
political institutions are directly related to reducing the potential for violence and political
instability in society. From a cultural perspective, political instability (i.e., the presence of
violence in society against the political system) has been a recurring phenomenon in
Iran’s contemporary history, often marked by both its breadth and intensity. Given this
historical background, it seems that political violence is becoming a norm in the
individuals’ political behavior, especially the younger generation in Iranian society. The
government’s inefficiency in fulfilling its public duties will gradually erode the legitimacy
of the political system, driving neutral or silent individuals toward endorsing the violent
actions of protesters. If the ruling elite fail to make necessary reforms in governance and
structural changes, we may witness further justification of violence across broader
geographic areas and more diverse social layers in the future.

Keywords: Rising Expectations, Relative Progressive Deprivation, Political Protests,
Political Instability, November 2019.
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