A Multilevel Sociological Analysis of Iran's 2026 Social Unrest with an Emphasis on
Criminological Theories: From Structural Contexts to Institutional Responses

Abstract

Social unrest, as one of the most complex forms of collective action, emerges through the interaction of
socioeconomic structures, communication processes, institutional conditions, and situational dynamics; therefore,
its criminological analysis requires moving beyond single-cause explanations. This study develops a multilevel
explanation of Iran’s 2026 social unrest and examines how structural pressures, networked mobilization,
situational choices, and institutional responses interacted in its emergence, diffusion, and management. Using a
qualitative analytical-documentary approach based on secondary analysis, the study draws on academic literature,
theoretical works, public documents, analytical reports, and media evidence. Data are interpreted through an
integrated three-level model comprising macro, meso, and micro dimensions. At the macro level, structural strain,
relative deprivation, social capital, and institutional trust explain the accumulation of ‘economic pressures,
perceived inequality, restricted legitimate opportunities, and collective dissatisfaction. At the meso level, social
learning and networked mobilization clarify how digital networks reduced coordination costs, facilitated rapid
information flows, transmitted behavioral patterns, intensified collective emotions and transformed dispersed
grievances into collective street action. At the micro level, situational rational choice, crime prevention through
environmental design, and collective emotion dynamics explain variations in participation and risk-taking
according to environmental opportunities, perceived risks, spatial characteristics, crowd density, and emotional
contagion. The findings indicate that none of these mechanisms independently accounts for the unrest; rather,
escalation resulted from their interaction across levels. The study further evaluates criminal justice responses and
finds that policing, immediate control, and judicial deterrence contributed to short-term containment, while the
limited incorporation of social prevention, procedural justice, and restorative approaches constrained prospects
for sustainable stability. Accordingly, effective management of similar crises requires an integrated strategy
combining long-term social prevention, accessible institutional channels for expressing grievances, procedural
fairness, reconstruction of institutional trust and social capital, context-sensitive environmental design, transparent
communication, and restorative mechanisms. The proposed model provides a framework for understanding unrest
while acknowledging that its conclusions are based on secondary evidence and require future empirical and
comparative testing.
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