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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

During September and October 2025, 
Iran’s domestic landscape saw a wave 
of political, military, social and ideo-
logical developments unfold in rapid 
succession. At the same time, Teh-
ran’s dealings with Arab states and 
the wider international arena became 
more dynamic and layered, with each 
interaction feeding into the next. 
These overlapping external engage-
ments, combined with internal shifts, 
are likely to shape the country’s 
broader trajectory in the months 
ahead.

On the domestic political front, 
the Expediency Discernment Council 
cleared Iran’s accession to the Con-
vention on Combating the Financing 
of Terrorism (CFT). The approval, 
however, came with two caveats: Teh-
ran’s commitments must remain 
within the boundaries of the Consti-
tution and any implementation must 
align with national laws. Even with 
these conditions, the decision ignited 
intense debate at home. “Hardliner” 
factions argue that joining the Finan-
cial Action Task Force would hand 
Western governments leverage over 
Iran by exposing sensitive financial 
data, undermining national security 
and tightening scrutiny on networks 
that help the country navigate US and 
international sanctions.

Militarily, satellite imagery cited 
by several news outlets indicated that 
Iran carried out an unannounced 
missile test at the Imam Khomeini 
Space Center. The move was aimed at 
strengthening Iran’s defensive and 
offensive arsenal with a fresh genera-
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tion of ballistic missiles amid con-
cerns over possible Israeli strikes. 
Tehran has stayed silent on the mat-
ter, though one parliamentarian 
claimed — without offering proof — 
that the test involved an interconti-
nental ballistic missile. In parallel, 
Washington rolled out new sanctions 
targeting Iranian figures and compa-
nies tied to missile and drone manu-
facturing. Meanwhile, renewed de-
bate over Iran’s reaction to the 
reinstatement of UN sanctions has 
fueled speculation that Tehran could 
shift toward military-grade uranium 
enrichment. The concerns intensi-
fied after satellite images showed a 
newly built wall encircling a site near 
Natanz, featuring five entrances to 
purported underground tunnels.

On the social front, Iranians are 
still reeling from the fallout of the 12-
Day War and the looming risk of an-
other confrontation if no nuclear deal 
is reached in accordance with West-
ern terms. The reinstated UN sanc-
tions have added further strain, with 
expectations that they will deepen 
hardship for the Iranian people. 
Against this backdrop, calls have 
grown for easing some of the state’s 
tight controls — ranging from de-
mands to relax hijab enforcement 
and free political detainees to appeals 
for a lighter ideological hand on state 
television and fewer restrictions on 
internet access — to head off any 
public backlash. While the authori-
ties show little sign of embracing all 
these demands, they have sought to 
calm domestic tensions by scaling 

back morality police patrols and 
pausing fines and vehicle confisca-
tions targeting women who do not 
observe the hijab.

From an ideological angle, reli-
gion assumed a prominent role in 
Iraq’s electoral battle, with rival 
groups invoking religious rulings to 
argue either for boycotting the vote 
or for full participation. This turned 
the campaign into a contest over fat-
was and religious legitimacy. The 
confrontation was not limited to fac-
tions aligned with Iran on one side 
and the Sadrist Movement on the 
other; it has drawn in the religious 
authority itself, which publicly en-
couraged voting — a stance widely 
interpreted as a message to Muqtada 
al-Sadr. The latter irritated by this po-
sition, quickly released what he de-
scribed as a statement of reproach 
directed at the clerical establish-
ment. Accustomed to framing his 
stance as an extension of the reli-
gious authority, he found himself in-
stead leaning on the legacy of his fa-
ther Grand Ayatollah Muhammad 
al-Sadr, casting his campaign as a 
fight against corruption and against 
pro-Iran loyalists.

Iran’s ties with the Arab region 
have also been shaped by notable de-
velopments. In Iraq, tensions spiked 
following the assassination of Sunni 
parliamentary candidate Safaa 
al-Mashhadani and an attempted 
killing of another Sunni contender 
Muthanna al-Azzawi, a close associ-
ate of the slain candidate. These inci-
dents underscored the unease across 
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Shiite political factions over the elec-
tions. Meanwhile, Washington 
named Mark Savaya as its new envoy 
to Iraq — a move widely seen as part 
of an effort to steer the formation of 
the next government and push for 
the dismantling of the Popular Mobi-
lization Forces, reinforcing the prin-
ciple that only the state should wield 
armed power.

In Syria, President Ahmed al-
Sharaa’s trip to Moscow has emerged 
as a key moment in reshaping the 
web of alliances surrounding the 
conflict. The visit highlights the 
shifting balance between Russia and 
Iran and signals a more pragmatic, 
selectively open direction in Syrian 
foreign policy. For Damascus, Mos-
cow represents a path to reentering 
the international arena and easing its 
isolation. Iran, meanwhile, is recali-
brating — seeking to reposition itself 
and relying more heavily on Russia as 
a diplomatic conduit to safeguard 
and revitalize its role inside Syria.

With regard to Yemen, the land-
scape has been shaped by a series of 
major developments. Externally, the 
Houthis have sharply intensified 
their threats to international ship-
ping in the Red Sea and the Bab 
al-Mandab Strait, deploying explo-
sive-filled boats and drones in in-
creasingly dangerous operations. At 
home, conditions in Houthi-run ar-

eas have worsened dramatically on 
the humanitarian and human rights 
fronts, with reports of dozens of doc-
tors and nurses detained on accusa-
tions of collaborating with foreign 
actors or spreading misinformation. 
Activists, journalists and human 
rights advocates have faced kidnap-
pings and enforced disappearances, 
alongside extrajudicial killings tar-
geting dissenters. On the diplomatic 
track, Iranian Deputy Foreign Minis-
ter Majid Takht-Ravanchi held talks 
with Ansarallah’s chief negotiator 
Mohammed Abdul Salam — an en-
gagement widely seen as part of Teh-
ran’s push to become an indispens-
able player in any prospective 
resolution to the Yemeni conflict.

Internationally, diplomatic ef-
forts have stalled, failing to salvage 
what remains of the 2015 Joint Com-
prehensive Plan of Action. European 
states moved to trigger the snapback 
mechanism, reinstating the UN sanc-
tions that had been lifted under the 
deal. The step has pushed the Iranian 
nuclear dossier into a far more uncer-
tain phase. In response, Tehran has 
warned that it may halt its coopera-
tion with the International Atomic 
Energy Agency, particularly the rou-
tine inspections of its nuclear facili-
ties, and has even threatened to with-
draw entirely from the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty.
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DEVELOPMENTS 
IN IRAN’S 

INTERNAL 
AFFAIRS

During September and October 2025, Iran 
witnessed various events and developments 
across political, military, social and ideologi-
cal spheres, which are outlined in the follow-
ing themes:
▪ Iran Conditionally Accedes to the Financial 
Action Task Force
▪ Ambiguous Iranian Missiles Tests and New 
US Sanctions Against Iran
▪ Iranian Society and the Consequences of 
the 12-Day War
▪ The Employment of the Fatwa in the Iraqi 
Elections



Rasanahiiis www.Rasanah-iiis.org Iran Case File -  September-October 2025

9

Iran Conditionally Accedes to the 
Financial Action Task Force

After years of internal controver-
sy, Iran’s Expediency Discernment 
Council has approved the country’s 
accession to the Convention on 
Combating the Financing of Terror-
ism (CFT), one of the Financial Ac-
tion Task Force (FATF) frameworks 
concerned with monitoring money 
laundering and countering terrorism 
financing. Although the approval is 
conditional, it marks a notable shift 
in the establishment’s stance; the 
Guardian Council had previously re-
jected the convention despite its par-
liamentary approval in 2018, arguing 
that it endangered national interests 
and Iranian sovereignty. This file 
analyzes the implications of Iran’s 
endorsement of the CFT and the do-
mestic divisions that this decision 
has produced.

Significations of Joining the FATF

Iran’s Expediency Discernment 
Council has approved the country’s 
accession to the CFT after nearly eight 
years of suspension. The decision is 
intended to ease external pressures 
on Iran, facilitate its removal from 
the FATF blacklist, open access to 
global markets and strengthen con-
fidence in an economy strained by 
sanctions. The convention establish-
es a legal framework for preventing 
the financing of terrorist activities, 
emphasizing financial transparency, 
international information exchange 
and oversight of financial institu-
tions. However, the approval is con-
ditional upon two stipulations: Iran’s 

compliance must remain within the 
framework of the Constitution and 
implementation must align with do-
mestic legislation. As Expediency 
Discernment Council Spokesman 
Mohsen Dehnavi stated, “If any pro-
vision of this convention conflicts 
with Iranian domestic laws, then Ira-
nian domestic laws will prevail.”(1)

The FATF seeks access to financial 
data and the capacity to verify Irani-
an transactions — an issue that some 
Iranian policymakers fear could im-
pede efforts to bypass sanctions and 
ultimately harm the country. Such 
concerns undergirded protracted Ira-
nian resistance toward ratification of 
FATF legislation.

Economic experts, however, cau-
tion that further delays will prolong 
Iran’s banking isolation and raise its 
transaction costs. The protracted 
postponement of ratification due to 
political disputes has already im-
posed significant burdens on the Ira-
nian economy, including tighter 
banking restrictions and increased 
costs in international trade, all stem-
ming from Iran’s continued place-
ment on the FATF blacklist.

From the outset, Masoud Pezesh-
kian’s government underscored the 
necessity of revisiting these laws. In 
his first press conference, the presi-
dent affirmed that easing Iran’s fi-
nancial and commercial engagement 
with the international community 
would be a central priority and called 
upon both the Parliament and the Ex-
pediency Discernment Council to re-
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examine legislation related to the 
FATF.

This initiative follows the Expedi-
ency Discernment Council’s approval 
in May 2025 of the Palermo Conven-
tion bill, which seeks to combat trans-
national organized crime. The bill 
criminalizes activities such as hu-
man trafficking, drug trafficking, 
money laundering and corruption. 
Iran’s accession to both the Palermo 
Convention and the CFT constitutes 
the most significant prerequisites for 
its removal from the FATF blacklist.

Internal Divisions Over Accession to 
the FATF

A major obstacle to ratifying both 
the Palermo Convention and the CFT 
Convention for many years stemmed 
from misunderstandings and con-
flicting interpretations of their pro-
visions. Because both conventions 
were originally drafted in English, 
divergent readings of key concepts 
emerged during the translation and 
interpretive processes in Parliament, 
the Guardian Council and the Expe-
diency Discernment Council. Added 
to this was a deep-seated mistrust 
among Iranian decision-makers 
toward international institutions. 
“Hardliner” factions in particular re-
garded the FATF(2) as an instrument 
of Western powers and feared that 
adopting and implementing these 
conventions would expose Iran’s fi-
nancial data and enable its political 
misuse against the country.

Iranian skepticism and distrust 
toward international institutions be-
came evident in the strong backlash 

that followed the Expediency Dis-
cernment Council’s conditional ap-
proval of Iran’s accession to the CFT, 
particularly within “conservative” 
and parliamentary circles.

Opposition began inside Parlia-
ment, where several members sub-
mitted a request requiring the gov-
ernment to withhold the documents 
pertaining to Iran’s ratification. How-
ever, Parliament Speaker Moham-
mad Bagher Ghalibaf closed the de-
bate by issuing the law approving 
accession to the international treaty 
on October 18, 2025 and directing 
Pezeshkian’s government to imple-
ment it.

Opponents of the FATF frame-
work maintain that joining the CFT 
will not provide Iran with an escape 
from US and UN economic and finan-
cial sanctions. They argue that the 
FATF — of which the CFT Convention 
is a central component — is not inde-
pendent of the broader strategic poli-
cies of major powers, which they 
claim are determined to pressure 
Iran and compel it to adopt positions 
aligned with their own political ob-
jectives.

Concerns have also been raised 
that Iran’s accession to the conven-
tion could undermine the founda-
tions of national security by pressur-
ing Tehran to make additional 
concessions, potentially constrain-
ing the exchange networks it uses to 
circumvent sanctions or forcing it to 
curtail its relations with resistance 
groups.



Rasanahiiis www.Rasanah-iiis.org Iran Case File -  September-October 2025

11

Legal experts, however, argue that 
such fears are overstated. The con-
vention requires states to criminalize 
the financing of acts designated as 
“terrorist” under their own domestic 
legislation; thus, Iran can exclude 
sensitive areas by issuing reserva-
tions and defining its terms accord-
ingly. These experts also note that the 
experiences of numerous countries 
show that ratifying and implement-
ing such conventions does not neces-
sarily entail adopting Western politi-
cal positions, but rather complying 
with internationally recognized stan-
dards of financial transparency.(3)

Supporters of the Expediency Dis-
cernment Council’s decision view it 
as a means of alleviating Iran’s inten-
sifying financial crises, particularly 
amid US sanctions and the reimposi-
tion of UN sanctions, which have fur-
ther constricted the economy. This 
situation has been accompanied by 
sharp increases in the prices of goods 
and food, as well as the continued de-
preciation of the national currency 
against foreign currencies.

Proponents argue that joining the 
FATF framework would generate pos-
itive economic effects, including eas-
ing Iran’s access to banking interme-
diaries, reducing the costs of 
financial transactions and creating a 
more conducive environment for at-
tracting foreign investment. Failure 
to ratify these agreements, by con-
trast, would deepen Iran’s financial 
isolation and complicate interna-
tional transactions, impeding foreign 
trade. Even banks in states tradition-

ally friendly to Iran — such as Russia 
and China — have refrained from ful-
ly cooperating with Iran in the bank-
ing sector. Accordingly, compliance 
with FATF standards is framed as a 
national necessity for Iran’s reinte-
gration into the global economy; 
without it, Iran’s access to interna-
tional financial channels will remain 
obstructed.(4) For this reason, advo-
cates contend that “ratifying and ad-
hering to the Financial Action Task 
Force agreements is not merely a le-
gal obligation, but an economic re-
form measure essential to restoring 
confidence and transparency to the 
Iranian economy and banking sys-
tem.”(5)

According to FATF standards, ac-
cession must be unconditional, since 
attaching conditions undermines the 
core purpose of the framework. Full 
membership requires heightened fi-
nancial transparency and tighter 
oversight of the banking sector — de-
mands that Iran views with suspicion 
and firmly resists. Consequently, the 
FATF dismissed Iran’s conditional 
approval as inadequate. It also reaf-
firmed that Iran remains a high-risk 
jurisdiction for money laundering, 
terrorist financing and the prolifera-
tion of weapons of mass destruction, 
urging all states to maintain robust 
measures to mitigate the risks posed 
by Tehran.(6)

Conclusion

Fully adopting the CFT Convention 
would require Iran to implement 
FATF rules and comply with rigorous 
financial transparency standards. To 
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avoid this, Tehran opted for condi-
tional accession, enabling it to keep 
bypassing US and UN sanctions and 
continue funding the “Axis of Resis-
tance.” But the FATF’s rejection of 
Iran’s conditions and sweeping res-
ervations makes clear that Tehran 
will remain on the blacklist unless it 
agrees to full, unconditional compli-
ance with the organization’s action 
plan.

Ambiguous Iranian Missiles Tests and 
New US Sanctions Against Iran

Following the activation of the snap-
back mechanism, Iran faces signifi-
cant challenges in rearming and pre-
paring for potential future conflict. 
Its defense establishment continues 
to recover from the devastation of 
the war with Israel and anticipates 
the possible collapse of the ceasefire 
in place since June 24, 2015. In re-
sponse to renewed UN sanctions and 
their ramifications, Iran has resumed 
efforts to strengthen its missile ca-
pabilities, including conducting a 
covert ballistic missile test. Analysts 
also speculate that Iran may be ex-
panding its nuclear program, produc-
ing uranium for potential military 
use. In reaction, the United States 
has imposed additional sanctions on 
individuals and entities associated 
with Iran’s missile and drone pro-
grams to impede progress. This file 
examines Iran’s secret missile test, 
new US sanctions and ongoing con-
cerns regarding Iran’s nuclear ambi-
tions.

Iran Conducts a Secret Ballistic Missile 
Test

Tehran has historically highlighted 
its technological advancements, es-
pecially in the defense sector; howev-
er, it remained notably silent regard-
ing the recent ballistic missile launch 
from the Imam Khomeini Space 
Center. Analysis of satellite imagery 
confirms that the launch occurred at 
this base, managed by Iran’s civilian 
space agency. The Associated Press 
conducted a detailed review of un-
official video footage of the launch, 
along with photographs of the site, to 
verify and document the event.(7) The 
missile launch occurred amid stalled 
nuclear negotiations, the reimposi-
tion of UN sanctions and the looming 
prospect of renewed conflict with Is-
rael.

Social media posts from residents 
of Semnan Province captured a mis-
sile’s smoke trail at sunset. Satellite 
imagery (Image 1) from Planet Labs 
indicated burn marks on the circular 
launch pad at the Imam Khomeini 
Space Center in Semnan, northern 
Iran. Experts have since confirmed 
that the missile was most likely a sol-
id-fuel ballistic missile.

Iranian parliamentarian Mohsen 
Zanganeh, speaking on state televi-
sion, asserted Iran’s invincibility and 
announced the launch of an inter-
continental ballistic missile. He de-
clared, “We will not abandon urani-
um enrichment, transfer uranium to 
the enemy, or retreat from our missile 
program.” Zanganeh added that the 
previous night, Iran successfully 
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tested one of its most advanced mis-
siles, never previously tested, empha-
sizing that the intercontinental bal-
listic missile trial occurred despite 
challenging circumstances.(8)

Iranian missiles currently have a 
range of approximately 2,000 kilo-
meters, sufficient to reach Israel, 
while efforts are underway to extend 
missile capabilities to cover the Unit-

ed States. Intercontinental ballistic 
missiles (ICBMs) typically have a 
range near 5,500 kilometers. Israel 
previously warned the United Na-
tions that the Zuljanah satellite 
launcher, if adapted into an ICBM, 
could reach targets up to 5,000 kilo-
meters away. Analysts largely concur 
that the unannounced missile test in-

Image 1: Circular Pad Images
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volved the Zuljanah space launcher 
operating in its ICBM configuration.(9)

The missile test forms part of a 
broader effort, as Iran has initiated 
repairs and reconstruction at key 
missile program sites, including 
Shahroud and Parchin. Satellite im-
agery from Planet Labs indicates de-
bris clearance and the erection of 
new structures at a minimum of two 
sites. Nonetheless, solid-fuel mixers 
have not yet been installed, suggest-
ing that these facilities are not yet 
fully operational.(10)

US Sanctions Against Iranian Networks 
Tied to the Missile and Drone Programs

The United States imposed sanc-
tions on 17 individuals and 21 
entities for their purported roles 
in “procuring sensitive goods 
and technologies” to benefit the 
Iranian Ministry of Defense and 
Armed Forces Logistics, as well 
as Iran’s missile and military 
aircraft programs.(11) These net-
works were reportedly involved 
in the illicit acquisition of ad-
vanced surface-to-air missile 
technologies and the purchase 
of a US-made helicopter. Sanc-
tioned entities include the Aero-
space Industries Organization 
and its subsidiaries, notably the 
Shahid Bagheri Industrial Group, 
which oversees Iran’s solid-fuel 
ballistic missile program. Addi-
tional targeted procurement net-
works were located in Iran, Hong 
Kong, China, Germany, Türkiye, 
Portugal and Uruguay.

Speculation That Iran Could Seek to 
Enrich Weapons-grade Uranium

On October 18, the Iranian Foreign 
Ministry formally declared that Iran 
would cease all commitments under 
the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Ac-
tion (JCPOA), effectively ending a de-
cade of international oversight over 
its nuclear program.(12) While no visi-
ble changes have occurred at the pre-
viously damaged nuclear facilities, 
construction continues at Pickaxe 
Mountain, a fortified underground 
site located approximately 1 mile 
south of the Natanz uranium enrich-
ment complex. Satellite imagery from 
September 30 shows a perimeter wall 
surrounding the deep underground 
facility, previously disclosed to the 
IAEA, with five entrances leading to 
subterranean passages and addition-
al above-ground structures. Situated 
only 1.5 kilometers from Natanz and 
deeper than prior underground facil-
ities, the site has sparked speculation 
regarding potential military uranium 
enrichment. These concerns have 
further mounted due to Tehran’s 
continued refusal of IAEA inspection 
access and rejection of direct negoti-
ations with the United States and Eu-
ropean Troika.

Conclusion

Following the activation of the snap-
back mechanism which reimposed 
UN sanctions on Iran, the country 
has focused on rebuilding its mili-
tary capabilities during the current 
truce with Israel. This emphasis on 
enhancing defensive posture is a 
preparation for any future attacks as 
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its missile infrastructure has been hit 
hard during the conflict and would 
likely be a primary target again. 
Meanwhile, Washington is intensify-
ing pressure on Tehran through eco-
nomic and technical sanctions. This 
aims to prevent Iran from shifting its 
nuclear program toward a military 
path and force it to concede to a new 
nuclear agreement.

Iranian Society and the Consequences 
of the 12-Day War

Recent reports in Iranian media and 
across social media platforms high-
light a growing erosion of public trust 
in the Iranian political system and 
rising social expectations for gov-
ernmental reforms and concessions. 
This shift is portrayed as a direct 
outcome of the war’s repercussions, 
particularly following the activation 
of the snapback mechanism and the 
subsequent intensification of West-
ern sanctions on Iran. Such sanctions 
have aggravated existing social, eco-
nomic and political pressures, posing 
risks to national security, undermin-
ing political stability and affecting 
social cohesion. The renewed pros-
pect of war has left many Iranians 
confronting severe economic hard-
ship while anticipating the possibility 
of further conflict. These conditions 
require rapid governmental action 
and the adoption of measures capa-
ble of containing public discontent. 
This file examines the issue in two 
sections: the consequences of the 
12-Day War for Iranian society and 
public expectations for the post-war 

period alongside the Iranian estab-
lishment’s corresponding position.

Continued Consequences of the 12-Day 
War

During a period in which the country 
was still attempting to regain stability 
at all levels and to restore the wartime 
social cohesion that had been eroded, 
the Iranian establishment now con-
fronts a challenge regarded as more 
perilous than conventional military 
confrontation: a war defined by dis-
trust, paralysis and mounting social 
expectations. This situation threat-
ens to erode the establishment’s so-
cial capital and public confidence, 
with consequences that deeply affect 
public trust and the national econo-
my —both considered foundational 
pillars of the political system.(13)These 
repercussions have left many Irani-
ans experiencing shock, uncertainty, 
confusion and a sense of disorienta-
tion. Khamenei described the situa-
tion as one of “neither war nor peace,” 
underscoring the danger inherent in 
its continuation. These circumstanc-
es have subjected large segments 
of the population to psychological 
strain, anger and feelings of insecuri-
ty, accompanied by fears of renewed 
loss and deprivation. Many are also 
haunted by recurring images of hun-
ger, hardship, the wounded and the 
dead, and they feel powerless in the 
face of these memories. Professor 
Kaveh Qaderi, a clinical psycholo-
gist at Beheshti University, warned of 
post-war trauma, noting that “trau-
ma is not just about explosions and 
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death; the collapse of the sense of se-
curity, leaving home, sudden unem-
ployment and seeing repeated news 
of violence are all also part of the 
trauma.” He added that even those 
who were not directly exposed to the 
war and remained in cities are now 
exhibiting symptoms of anxiety and 
depression. His assessment is based 
on extensive consultations and psy-
chotherapy sessions conducted after 
the conflict.(14)According to Deputy 
Minister of Public Health Alireza Rai-
si, approximately 25% of Iranians are 
currently suffering from psychologi-
cal disorders.(15)

Compounding the gravity of the 
crisis is the deteriorating economic 
situation, further constricted by in-
ternational sanctions, with inflation 
approaching 35% and unemploy-
ment reportedly reaching 60% 
among the working-age population.(16) 
High levels of economic recession 
and rising prices, together with weak 
production and investment caused 
by the closure of numerous compa-
nies and factories across multiple 
sectors, the degradation of infra-
structure and the persistence of in-
come inequality and insufficient so-
cial justice, have intensified poverty, 
violence, crime and entrenched 
structural corruption. These condi-
tions have also contributed to higher 
emigration rates, growing reluctance 
to marry or have children and a de-
cline in living and educational stan-
dards. Many households are unable 
to cover educational costs that ex-
ceed their monthly income, compel-

ling families to send children to work 
in order to contribute financially — 
an outcome that risks reinforcing 
patterns of ignorance. Medical ser-
vices are also inadequate, with limit-
ed capacities and an inability to en-
sure access to necessary medicines. 
The war has further produced cultur-
al distortions. For Iranian society and 
its ideological foundations, these cu-
mulative repercussions may gener-
ate internal divisions and tensions, 
leading to fragmentation and inter-
nal erosion that could, in turn, stimu-
late widespread protest movements 
calling for regime change.(17)

Popular Expectations Following the 
12-Day War and the Position of the 
Establishment

Public expectations in Iran have ris-
en following what many perceive as 
the population’s steadfastness in the 
face of Israel. Iranians now antici-
pate that the government will offer 
additional concessions — especially 
in the realm of social freedoms — to 
sustain national unity and cohesion. 
Former Vice President Mohammad 
Abtahi noted that Iran’s leadership 
occupies a difficult position: they are 
weighing the relaxation of certain 
restrictions to safeguard national 
unity, yet simultaneously fear that 
such measures could precipitate the 
establishment’s collapse. A central 
point of contention is the new man-
datory hijab law,(18) advocated by rad-
ical “conservatives” in Parliament 
but rejected by “reformist” President 
Pezeshkian who warned that enforc-
ing it could trigger a mass uprising. 
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Current assessments suggest that 
roughly one-third of Iranian women 
do not observe the hijab.(19)

Evidence suggests that the estab-
lishment has attempted to mollify 
domestic sentiment by addressing 
these demands. Women have report-
edly experienced an unprecedented 
degree of freedom: the morality po-
lice have vanished from public spac-
es, penalties and vehicle confisca-
tions for non-compliance with hijab 
rules have stopped and women no 
longer face state-imposed restric-
tions on public attire, even though 
this departs from previously en-
trenched social and cultural norms.(20) 
However, public expectations did not 
end with this extent of freedom; they 
expanded to include demands for the 
release of political prisoners, a relax-
ation of the state’s ideological control 
over national broadcasting and the 
easing of internet restrictions.(21) In 
an effort to rebuild public trust in the 
leadership, Pezeshkian proposed 
converting Iran’s roughly 80,000 
mosques into community centers 
aimed at addressing local issues, with 
active involvement from all sectors of 
society, including donors, non-gov-
ernmental organizations, religious 
leaders, political parties and other 
stakeholders.(22) During his visit to 
Sistan and Balochistan, one of Iran’s 
most disadvantaged provinces, 
Pezeshkian highlighted the con-
struction and inauguration of 2,200 
schools in collaboration with local 
communities, aiming to enhance ed-
ucational quality(23) and promote eq-

uity. He also emphasized the imple-
mentation of the Kala Borj program 
— an electronic voucher system pro-
viding credit for purchasing goods — 
which has been expanded to four 
phases to support livelihoods, partic-
ularly for low-income groups.(24)

This approach reflects Khame-
nei’s emphasis on prioritizing liveli-
hood and housing concerns, con-
trolling unregulated price increases 
and ensuring the provision of essen-
tial goods to citizens.(25) Pezeshkian 
also stressed the need to address do-
mestic mismanagement and internal 
challenges,(26)while advocating strat-
egies to enhance relations with 
neighboring countries, engage with 
regional organizations such as BRICS 
and the Shanghai Cooperation Orga-
nization and accede to the Palermo 
Convention as well as The Financial 
Action Task Force in order to safe-
guard national interests.

Conclusion

Iran has entered a new phase that may 
pose risks even greater than external 
military threats. The establishment 
faces a critical dilemma: to respond 
to the demands of the populace that 
supported it during the war — restor-
ing trust and cohesion necessary for 
national recovery and preparing for a 
potentially more destructive conflict 
— or to assert its authority, intensify 
repressive measures and risk provok-
ing widespread discontent, revolts 
or coups capable of paralyzing the 
country and destabilizing the estab-
lishment. While indicators suggest 
the government may offer limited 
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concessions, particularly regarding 
freedoms, to navigate this period 
amid unresolved economic pressures 
from new sanctions, the potential for 
unrest remains significant in the ab-
sence of a clear long-term strategy.

The Employment of the Fatwa in the 
Iraqi Elections

A pronounced division developed 
within the Iraqi Shiite communi-
ty as the parliamentary elections of 
November 11th approached in Iraq. 
Religious and political actors have 
swiftly turned to sectarian and reli-
gious rhetoric to consolidate their 
legitimacy within the Shiite constit-
uency. Concerns arose regarding the 
Sadrist Movement’s decision to boy-
cott the elections, due to its potential 
effects on both electoral legitimacy 
and the dominance of winning blocs. 
Consequently, some factions invoke 
religious arguments to encourage 
voter participation, with claims rang-
ing from the obligation to vote to the 
necessity of safeguarding the Shiite 
presence. In response, the Sadrists 
issued a fatwa affirming the right to 
boycott, and Muqtada al-Sadr repu-
diated participants, warning of plots 
against electoral commission of-
fices. This file seeks to examine the 
sectarian sentiments invoked in the 
aforesaid context and the underlying 
political motives driving such senti-
ments.

Calls for Boycotting Elections

Sadr has consistently refused to par-
ticipate in the elections, asserting 
that participation serves only corrup-

tion and the corrupt. He advocates a 
full boycott, a position he has main-
tained for a long time. In July 2025, 
he remarked, “Whoever wishes may 
boycott, and whoever wishes may 
pursue the lust for power.”(27) He ex-
plained his rationale, “When I called 
for a boycott of the elections, I did not 
intend to postpone or cancel them. 
What saddens me is that a great na-
tion would vote solely to empower 
the corrupt, the shameless and those 
who misappropriate unrecovered 
funds.”(28)

While some expected Sadr to 
eventually relent on his boycott deci-
sion, he remained steadfast in advo-
cating a full and comprehensive boy-
cott. He has castigated members of 
his movement who disagreed, “Be-
cause they are inclined toward cor-
ruption and disobey orders and direc-
tives, boycott them.”(29) The “orders” 
Sadr references are clearly religious 
in nature, as political matters are typ-
ically subject to differing opinions. 
Nevertheless, he contends that a reli-
gious directive encompassing politi-
cal issues has been issued, and thus 
his followers within the Sadrist 
Movement are required to imple-
ment it without dissent or disobedi-
ence.

To underscore the spiritual signif-
icance of his boycott decision and re-
assure his supporters, Sadr stated 
that he had a dream in which he met 
his father and brother, which he in-
terpreted as an indication of his fa-
ther’s approval of his choice to boy-
cott the elections.(30)
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Framing Participation as a Legal Obli-
gation

Another faction opposing Sadr em-
phasized the necessity of participat-
ing in the elections as a fundamen-
tal jurisprudential obligation rather 
than a mere political duty within 
electoral competition. This situation 
illustrates the complexity of conflat-
ing religious and political domains. 
Certain religious authorities consid-
er participation obligatory, viewing 
abstention as sinful, while others en-
dorse boycotting, regarding non-boy-
cott as sinful. The public is caught 
between these positions, making 
political choices difficult, as the re-
ligious authority holds significant 
sway, effectively transforming ordi-
nary electoral decisions into acts of 
religious devotion.

Although Sadr and his followers 
were the most prominent proponents 
of the boycott, their opponents with-
in the Coordination Framework and 
other Shiite groups — including the 
Dawa Party and Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq — 
invoked religious arguments to 
counter the boycott. The Sadrists’ 
substantial influence, organizational 
capacity and widespread presence 
raised concerns regarding their po-
tential effect on election outcomes, 
voter turnout and by extension the 
legitimacy of the Coordination 
Framework, which aims to fill the gap 
left by the Sadrists. Reflecting this 
sentiment, one Shiite cleric declared, 
“Abstaining from the elections is like 
selling one’s honor.”(31)

One cleric asserted, “Whoever 
does not vote this year is a traitor to 
the faith and to religious rituals, be-
cause there is a great conspiracy 
against Shi’ism,”(32) while another de-
scribed boycotters as 
“fools.”(33)Among the leading Shiite 
clerics advocating electoral partici-
pation is Ayatollah Muhammad Taqi 
al-Mudarrisi who cited Quranic vers-
es and hadiths emphasizing reform, 
mutual enjoining of truth and the im-
portance of selecting the most quali-
fied individuals to oversee the na-
tion’s political, economic and cultural 
affairs.(34)

Mudarrisi invoked the concept of 
“obligation” to address the issue from 
both jurisprudential and political 
perspectives. As a recognized marja, 
his intervention conveyed a direct 
message to Sadr, who has not yet at-
tained the status of a mujtahid or for-
mally declared such authority. Con-
sequently, Sadr has positioned 
himself as adhering to the guidance 
of the supreme religious authority 
(marjaya) in Najaf, emphasizing di-
rectives against political corruption, 
advocating the restriction of arms to 
state control and promoting the re-
moval of corrupt figures. However, 
this religious authority has not ex-
plicitly endorsed a boycott, instead 
consistently advising voters to make 
sound choices and to avoid reelecting 
previously discredited individuals.

Impacting Political Legitimacy

The central question for both oppos-
ing sides concerns whether elections 
fall within the sphere of religious or 
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political matters. If considered religious, 
notions of what is permissible or forbid-
den become relevant. If political, as po-
litical theory typically maintains, evalu-
ation should rely on political reasoning 
rather than religious doctrine or estab-
lished jurisprudential principles. Nota-
bly, Shiite groups often blur the distinc-
tion between the religious and political 
realms, treating them interchangeably in 
practice.

Similarly, the integration of religion 
and jurisprudential rulings into gover-
nance and political matters directly im-
pacts perceptions of political legitimacy. 
This integration may have been deliber-
ately cultivated by some to exert influ-
ence. The Iraqi Shiite community contin-
ues to revere jurisprudential tradition, 
maintains strong ties to the religious 
seminary and clergy and provides finan-
cial support such as khoms. As a result, 
their adherence extends beyond devo-
tional practices to political matters as 
well. This raises the deeper question of 
the Guardianship of the Jurist. Although 
Iraq is not a natural environment for the 
full exercise of the Guardianship of the 
Jurist according to jurisprudential rul-
ings, in practice, elections are often 
treated as definitive religious matters in-
tolerant of political dissent. This creates 
a form of jurist guardianship that en-
compasses political issues but operates 
within the realities of political con-
straints. It is a guardianship lacking gen-
uine authority, dependent on control 
over power, institutions, sovereign bod-

ies and security apparatuses. Conse-
quently, those asserting the presence of 
the Guardianship of the Jurist in Iraq do 
not affect decisive change but engage 
primarily in political and religious de-
bate, seeking to influence public opinion 
and persuade the populace.

Conclusion

Religion remains a potent force in Iraq’s 
political sphere, employed by all sides 
to enhance legitimacy, mobilize popular 
support and shape election outcomes. 
Actions once deemed forbidden, such as 
boycotting elections, have been recast as 
obligatory, while participation, formerly 
prohibited by some, is now considered 
mandatory. This underscores the politi-
cal instrumentalization of religion with-
in Shiite factions, potentially fostering 
internal fragmentation and amplifying 
divisions among sectarian and religious 
parties. The encroachment of religious 
authority into inherently pluralistic po-
litical matters risks alienating the pub-
lic or enabling more effective actors to 
reshape the political landscape, though 
entrenched ideological and transna-
tional interests complicate such change. 
Historically, justifications for boycotts 
existed in prior elections, indicating 
that framing participation or abstention 
as obligatory is primarily a political ma-
neuver reflecting factional competition. 
Consequently, the supreme religious au-
thority is likely to maintain a distant role, 
acting as advisor and guide rather than 
an active participant in the conflict.
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IRAN-ARAB 
INTERACTIONS

During September and October 2025, Iran’s 
relations with some Arab countries were 
shaped by a series of significant develop-
ments. Iraq witnessed the outbreak of po-
litical violence ahead of the parliamentary 
elections with the targeting of two prominent 
Sunni candidates, resulting in the death of 
one. The US administration appointed a new 
envoy to Baghdad, seemingly aiming to influ-
ence the country’s next phase of governance. 
In Syria, President Ahmed al-Sharaa’s visit 
to Moscow sparked wide reactions across 
Iranian political and media circles, raising 
questions about Tehran’s role in the evolving 
Syrian equation. In Yemen, key dynamics in-
cluded ongoing maritime threats and escala-
tions against Israel, a stalled political settle-
ment and a sharp decline in humanitarian 
and human rights conditions in Houthi-con-
trolled areas.
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Iraq’s Sixth Parliamentary Elections — 
Preceding Developments

As Iraq prepared for its sixth parliamen-
tary elections, October 2025 brought 
major developments reflecting Shiite 
unease over the potential outcomes and 
efforts to unsettle the political land-
scape. The first was the assassination of 
Sunni electoral candidates and the sec-
ond was Washington’s appointment of a 
special envoy to shape the next phase of 
governance in Iraq.

Assassinations Targeting Young Sunni 
Candidates

Two Sunni candidates were subjected to 
assassination attempts. The first, which 
proved fatal, targeted Baghdad Provin-
cial Council member Safaa al-Mash-
hadani on October 15, 2025, as he was 
returning home to Tarmiya after an elec-
tion rally. A bomb attached beneath his 
car — believed to resemble a Tahoe mod-
el — detonated, killing him instantly and 
injuring four colleagues. The second at-
tempt targeted another council member, 
Muthanna al-Azzawi, in Yusufiya, south 
of Baghdad, just three days later. Gunfire 

struck his office, wounding two of his 
aides, though Azzawi himself survived.

Tarmiya and Yusufiya — two districts 
within Baghdad’s predominantly Sunni 
belt — are areas where Iran-backed mili-
tias, notably Harakat Hezbollah al-Nuja-
ba and Kata’ib Hezbollah, maintain a 
strong presence under the pretext of pre-
venting the resurgence of terrorist 
groups. The two targeted Sunni candi-
dates are widely popular figures, as re-
flected on their Facebook pages,(35) and 
are known for being young, energetic 
and active in charitable and community 
work.

They have earned reputations as out-
spoken critics of militia dominance and 
the unregulated spread of weapons as 
well as ardent opponents of corruption 
and advocates of state authority and se-
curity in northern Baghdad. Their ex-
panding popularity threatens to under-
mine Shiite rivals’ influence in Baghdad 
Province. Their most notable initiatives 
and public activities include:

 ▪ Mashhadani played a pivotal role in 
community development, focusing on 
improving water and electricity services, 
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facilitating marriages and advancing so-
cial reconciliation. His most controver-
sial involvement, however, was in the ag-
ricultural lands issue — a topic 
considered off-limits by the militias 
dominating Tarmiya. Notably, one day 
before his assassination, the Baghdad 
Provincial Council passed critical resolu-
tions on agricultural lands that directly 
opposed militia interests,(36) most impor-
tantly revoking all investment licenses 
issued in violation of those resolutions. 
This decision threatened to strip militias 
of vast tracts of seized lands and lucra-
tive investments, rendering Mashha-
dani’s stance a serious challenge to their 
economic and political power.

 ▪ Azzawi, a close ally of Mashhadani, 
was leading efforts to digitize Baghdad 
Governorate’s administration through 
automation and e-governance reforms 
— a project aimed at transforming the lo-
cal bureaucracy into smart governance 
systems. The initiative sought to curb 
corruption, enhance transparency and 
dismantle networks of influence en-
trenched in state institutions. Such re-
forms directly threatened the militias’ 
entrenched control over government de-
partments and patronage systems, plac-
ing Azzawi in confrontation with some of 
the most powerful forces operating in 
the capital.

Mashhadani and Azzawi represent a 
younger generation of Sunni youth, dis-
tinct from figures such as Mohammed 
al-Halbousi, Muthanna al-Samarrai, 
Khamis al-Khanjar and Ziyad al-Janabi. 
Unlike the previous generation, they em-
brace modern digital and technological 
ideas rather than traditional ideological 
frameworks. They display extreme inde-
pendence and resist established sectari-
an or ethnic divisions. Their dynamism 
and energy drive them to actively seek 
change in the difficult reality they face, 

and they are bold in raising their de-
mands and opinions, showing indiffer-
ence to the personal dangers posed by 
weapons. Moreover, they rebel against 
traditional hierarchies, motivated by a 
commitment to modernity and progress 
rather than maintaining outdated struc-
tures. This generational shift signals a 
move away from the politics of polariza-
tion and patronage, favoring innovation, 
transparency and civic activism.

Appointing a US Envoy to Iraq

In light of regional developments that 
have historically weakened Iran and its 
allies, forcing them into a defensive pos-
ture after years of offensive operations, 
and with the United States considering 
Iraq as the next arena for reducing Ira-
nian influence, US President Donald 
Trump appointed Mark Savaya as spe-
cial envoy to Iraq. Reports indicate that 
Savaya, a prominent donor to Trump’s 
presidential campaign in Michigan — a 
state pivotal to his election victory — was 
tasked with several objectives: resolving 
the issue of armed factions and estab-
lishing a state monopoly on weapons 
by disbanding the Popular Mobilization 
Forces (PMF) and disarming those oper-
ating outside the law; repealing the PMF 
law; restructuring the new Iraqi govern-
ment, particularly the ministries of fi-
nance, oil, interior and defense, as well 
as the Central Bank(37) governorship and 
strengthening US-Iraq economic rela-
tions.

Analysts have described Savaya as a 
new American governor for Iraq. His ini-
tial statement, “I want to make Iraq great 
again,” was widely seen as patronizing. 
By appointing Savaya, Trump may have 
sought to engage directly with Baghdad 
through the White House, bypassing tra-
ditional diplomatic channels, while 
granting the envoy full authority to act at 
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all levels. Savaya’s prior mediation, which 
secured the release of his friend, the Rus-
sian-Israeli researcher Elizabeth 
Tsurkov, showcased his effectiveness in 
negotiating with armed militias. His 
Iraqi origins — he is Christian — com-
bined with his deep understanding of 
Iraq and extensive network of local con-
tacts, positioned him as a suitable choice.

The unconventional nature of this ap-
pointment, including Savaya’s past links 
to the cannabis industry, aligns with 
Trump’s tendency to eschew traditional 
protocols, his skepticism toward formal 
diplomatic channels and his reliance on 
pragmatic, rapid approaches and busi-
ness acumen in deal-making. As such, 
Savaya is poised to play a significant role 
in strengthening economic and political 
ties between Washington and Baghdad.

Conclusion

The abovementioned developments in-
dicate that Iraq is entering a new phase 
in both its internal and external orienta-
tions following the sixth parliamentary 
elections in which Prime Minister Mo-
hammed Shia’ al-Sudani emerged victo-
rious. Consequently, Iran and its allies 
in Iraq fear the potential repercussions 
of this next phase on their political and 
strategic gains amid regional and inter-
national pressures. In response, they 
are seeking to demonstrate their ability 
to disrupt the situation, aiming to incite 
Shiite forces dissatisfied with the elec-
tions to inflame tensions through tar-
geted assassinations, thereby sending a 
message that Iraq remains insecure and 
unprepared for parliamentary processes. 
Adding to the challenge, a new generation 
of Sunni youth, emerging in this elector-
al cycle with distinct ideas and orienta-
tions, presents the most significant and 
potentially destabilizing opposition to a 
state dominated by lawlessness or militia 

influence. What makes this development 
particularly consequential is the broad 
popular support this generation has gar-
nered, positioning it at the forefront of 
the sixth-round elections and threaten-
ing to reshape Iraq’s political landscape.

Sharaa’s Visit to Moscow From an Iranian 
Perspective

Syrian President Ahmed al-Sharaa’s visit 
to Moscow marks one of the most con-
sequential turning points in Syria-Rus-
sia-Iran relations since the fall of the 
previous Syrian regime. The trip holds 
unusual symbolic weight: it represents 
a government that, until recently, had 
been the focus of Russian military and 
diplomatic efforts aimed at preserving 
Bashar al-Assad’s rule before its collapse. 
This development signals a new phase 
in the Syrian conflict — one defined by 
shifting alliances and a reassessment of 
interests in light of emerging political 
realities.

The most telling dimension, however, 
lies in Tehran’s reaction. Iran now faces a 
development that has stirred unease, 
particularly as Russia — its former part-
ner in the Syrian conflict — moves swift-
ly to engage with the new leadership in 
Damascus and assume a more assertive 
role.

This file examines the implications of 
Sharaa’s Moscow visit through several 
key questions: what motivated Syria’s 
new leadership to reach out to Moscow at 
this specific moment? Does this out-
reach indicate a recalibration of Damas-
cus’ foreign policy priorities and its un-
derstanding of sovereignty and 
alliances? How does Tehran interpret the 
Syrian-Russian rapprochement and 
what strategies is it likely to pursue in re-
sponse? Most crucially, does this visit 
mark the beginning of Iran’s waning in-
fluence in Syria — or an opportunity for 
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Tehran to redefine its presence through 
Moscow’s channel? The following analy-
sis explores these issues in depth.

The Syrian Calculus: Openness to Moscow 
and the Limits of Realpolitik

Sharaa’s visit to Moscow in October 2015(38) 
ignited intense debate across Syria’s po-
litical and media circles. Opinions di-
verged sharply: some regarded the visit 
as a pragmatic necessity shaped by the 
realities of the current stage and the im-
peratives of state interest, while others 
viewed it as a setback to popular aspira-
tions for a decisive break from the legacy 
of the former regime.

Nevertheless, Damascus considers 
its renewed engagement with Moscow a 
strategic imperative dictated by the in-
ternational balance of power. Despite its 
controversial role in the Syrian crisis, 
Russia remains a global heavyweight — 
wielding influence through its perma-
nent seat on the UN Security Council, its 
leverage over sanctions and its economic 
and investment potential, which Syria 
urgently needs for post-war reconstruc-
tion.

From this standpoint, the new Syrian 
leadership seeks to employ its relation-
ship with Russia as part of a broader for-
eign policy repositioning — one aimed at 
breaking international isolation and re-
claiming diplomatic visibility. Yet, it also 
strives to preserve the limits of national 
sovereignty, ensuring that rapproche-
ment with Moscow does not evolve into 
full dependency.

Moscow, for its part, has come to real-
ize the necessity of moving beyond the 
shock of Assad’s collapse and acknowl-
edging the new realities on the ground in 
order to safeguard its strategic interests. 
Chief among these are maintaining its 
foothold in the Hmeimim airbase and 
the Tartus naval facility, as well as pro-

tecting its vast economic stakes in Syria, 
which span dozens of sectors and proj-
ects — particularly in the vital energy do-
main.

Iran: Concerned and Closely Watching

The Syrian president’s visit to Moscow, 
followed by the visit of Russian envoy 
Alexander Lavrentiev to Tehran, ignit-
ed a wide-ranging debate within Iranian 
political and media circles, centering on 
Tehran’s position in the emerging Syrian 
landscape. While some Iranian newspa-
pers described Sharaa’s trip as a source of 
measured political unease — suggesting 
that Moscow might be forging a more di-
rect line to Damascus, thereby reducing 
Iran’s central role as a strategic interme-
diary — others interpreted Lavrentiev’s 
subsequent visit as an effort to reassure 
Tehran that the Russian-Iranian part-
nership remained intact despite Syria’s 
shifting dynamics.

Meanwhile, Shargh(39) newspaper por-
trayed Moscow’s diplomatic activity as 
an attempt to build bridges between Teh-
ran and Damascus, framing Russia as a 
potential mediator in Syria’s new transi-
tional phase. In contrast, Donya-e-Eqte-
sad took a more pragmatic stance, as-
serting that Iran was seeking to reassert 
its presence in Syria through Russian 
mediation(40) after losing much of its di-
rect influence following the collapse of 
Assad. This perspective was echoed by 
several Iranian analysts, who empha-
sized that Iran’s national and security 
imperatives now make the restoration of 
relations with the new Syrian leadership 
an urgent necessity.

These Iranian statements and posi-
tions reveal a form of cautious pragma-
tism guiding Tehran’s current approach. 
Iran now perceives its relationship with 
Syria less as an ideological alliance and 
more as a matter of security and geopo-
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litical necessity. Reestablishing ties with 
the Syrian state is viewed as vital to 
maintaining regional power balances 
that directly affect Tehran’s strategic in-
terests — particularly in Lebanon and 
with Hezbollah.

At the same time, Iran acknowledges 
that Russia has emerged as the most ef-
fective conduit for reestablishing its in-
fluence in Syria amid shifting regional 
dynamics and the erosion of its former 
foothold. Consequently, Tehran’s stance 
reflects a deliberate process of recalibra-
tion — anchored in preserving its strate-
gic partnership with Moscow as a safe-
guard while cautiously reopening 
communication with Damascus through 
the Russian channel. This approach en-
ables Iran to sustain its regional pres-
ence and relevance without confronting 
a new political landscape that no longer 
accommodates its previous mode of 
dominance.

Conclusion

It can thus be concluded that Tehran 
perceives Sharaa’s visit to Moscow as a 
development that deepens its ongoing 
strategic predicament. The visit marks a 
decisive shift in the regional balance of 
power, strengthening the international 
and regional legitimacy of the new Syri-
an leadership at the expense of the long-
standing Moscow-Tehran partnership 
that, for over a decade, revolved around 
supporting the Assad regime.

This partnership has now evolved 
into a more pragmatic Russian-Syrian 
relationship, rooted in shared interests 
rather than ideological alignment or co-
ordinated axes, thereby diminishing 
Iran’s leverage in the Syrian arena. Con-
sequently, Tehran finds itself compelled 
to reassess both its tools of influence and 
its broader regional strategy.

From this perspective, Iran views the 
emerging Russian-Syrian alignment 
with apprehension, interpreting it as a 
signal of a gradual redrawing of alliances 
to its disadvantage — where influence 
shifts from the Tehran–Damascus axis to 
the Moscow–Damascus axis. Yet, despite 
these concerns, Iran continues to act 
with deliberate pragmatism, recognizing 
that maintaining open channels with 
Moscow remains essential to mitigating 
losses and adjusting to a political reality 
increasingly defined by diplomacy, eco-
nomic pragmatism and mutual interests 
rather than military dominance.

The Houthis: Between Regional Escalation 
and Freezing the Political Settlement

The Yemeni conflict has seen a marked 
escalation in the Houthi group’s activi-
ties over the past two months, both mil-
itarily and politically. This rise in aggres-
sion coincides with growing regional 
tensions linked to the Israeli war in Gaza 
and increased Iranian involvement in 
the Red Sea. The Houthis have effective-
ly become an instrument of Tehran, em-
ployed to destabilize the region through 
drone and ballistic missile attacks tar-
geting Israeli shipping in the Red Sea, 
thereby threatening navigation through 
the Bab al-Mandab Strait, a critical global 
maritime chokepoint.

At the same time, UN efforts to revive 
the peace process have repeatedly 
stalled, hindered by disputes between 
the Yemeni government and the South-
ern Transitional Council, and com-
pounded by the Houthis’ refusal to en-
gage in genuine negotiations. This file 
examines the key dynamics of the Yeme-
ni landscape over the past month, focus-
ing on maritime threats, the escalation 
against Israel, internal divisions and the 
impasse in reaching a political settle-
ment.
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Rising Houthi Threats to Maritime 
Navigation

Since early September 2025, the Red 
Sea has experienced a wave of Houthi 
attacks on commercial vessels, tar-
geting ships linked to Israel as well 
as those from Western countries. On 
September 12, the US Department of 
Defense reported at least eight at-
tacks using explosive-laden boats 
and suicide drones,(41) partially dis-
rupting maritime traffic near the 
Bab al-Mandab Strait. Despite inten-
sified US-led air operations against 
launch sites in Hodeidah and Saada, 
the Houthis retain advanced capabil-
ities, largely due to continued Irani-
an support. British maritime reports 
indicate that 24%(42) of ships were 
rerouted via the Cape of Good Hope, 
doubling economic costs and affect-
ing global supply chains. These devel-
opments underscore that the Houthi 
threat to strategic maritime routes 
persists, serving as a bargaining tool 
amid mounting international pres-
sure.

Houthi Drones Targeting Israel and the 
Employment of the Palestinian Cause

In the lead-up to ceasefire negotia-
tions, the Houthis intensified their 
propaganda in support of the Pal-
estinian resistance while carrying 
out symbolic attacks on Israel using 
long-range missiles and drones. In 
mid-September, the Israeli Minis-
try of Defense reported intercept-
ing three drones launched from Ye-
men toward Eilat,(43) reigniting Red 
Sea maritime tensions. While the 
attacks had limited military effect, 

they yielded significant media and 
political gains, allowing the Houthis 
to portray themselves as part of Iran’s 
“Axis of Resistance” amid mounting 
internal pressure in Sana’a due to 
economic decline and deteriorating 
services. Houthi leader Mohammed 
al-Bukhaiti declared that “operations 
against the Zionist regime would 
continue as long as the aggression 
against Gaza continues,” linking the 
group’s legitimacy to the regional 
conflict. Western intelligence con-
firmed that some drones were as-
sembled in Yemen using Iranian 
components, highlighting a direct 
operational connection between Sa-
na’a and Tehran and emphasizing the 
growing regional role of the Houthis.

The Internal Situation and Mounting 
Human Rights Violations

The military and political escalation 
in Yemen has been accompanied by 
a sharp deterioration in the human-
itarian and human rights situation 
in Houthi-controlled areas. Civilian 
and worker rights, particularly in the 
health sector, have worsened signifi-
cantly. Local and international orga-
nizations report continued attacks 
on hospitals and medical centers,(44) 
whether through their conversion 
into military headquarters or depots 
for the storage of weapons. Arrest 
campaigns have targeted dozens of 
doctors and nurses accused of “col-
laborating with foreign entities” or 
“spreading rumors.” The health sec-
tor is collapsing due to medicine and 
equipment shortages, coupled with 
the monopolization of humanitarian 
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aid. Kidnappings and enforced dis-
appearances of activists, journalists 
and human rights defenders have 
surged. Human rights organizations 
documented over 25 arbitrary arrests 
in Sana’a and Dhamar during the sec-
ond half of September 2025, along 
with extrajudicial killings in Amran 
Governorate. Repression in Houthi 
prisons continues, with detainees 
denied visits and medical care and 
some held in secret locations without 
charges or trials.(45) These practices 
demonstrate that the Houthis sys-
tematically use repression as a tool 
for social and political control, ex-
ploiting the absence of independent 
oversight and judicial institutions, 
which exacerbates human suffering 
and undermines the prospects for 
building trust necessary for any fu-
ture peace process.

The Political Process and the Freezing 
of the Settlement Trajectory

On the political front, the Yemeni 
crisis has seen little progress to-
ward a settlement. UN Envoy Hans 
Grundberg’s attempts to bring the 
Houthis back to the negotiating ta-
ble have failed. Despite ongoing 
Saudi-Omani meetings with Yemeni 
parties in Muscat and Riyadh,(46) the 
group continues to reject the road-
map proposed earlier this year, which 
includes provisions for salary pay-
ments and reopening roads in Taiz, 
claiming conditions are not condu-
cive to an agreement. At the same 
time, tensions are rising in southern 
Yemen between the Southern Tran-

sitional Council and the internation-
ally recognized government, further 
complicating the peace process. An-
alysts suggest that the Houthis’ con-
tinued escalation in the Red Sea and 
their exploitation of the Palestinian 
issue are aimed at buying time and 
delaying political obligations while 
waiting for regional shifts that could 
strengthen their negotiating posi-
tion. Nevertheless, Saudi-Omani ef-
forts persist through indirect chan-
nels to maintain the humanitarian 
truce and prevent a full collapse of 
security in the country.

The Iranian Presence and Efforts to 
Engineer the Peace Roadmap

In late October 2025, Tehran hosted a 
high-level meeting between its Dep-
uty Foreign Minister Majid Takht-Ra-
vanchi and Ansarallah’s chief ne-
gotiator Mohammed Abdul Salam 
to discuss the implementation of a 
“roadmap for peace in Yemen.” The 
meeting marked a shift in Iran’s ap-
proach, moving from indirect influ-
ence via military and logistical sup-
port for the Houthis to direct political 
engagement in shaping the country’s 
future. Official reports indicated that 
the two sides exchanged views on 
political developments and ongoing 
consultations with various parties 
regarding the roadmap’s implemen-
tation.(47)This development under-
scores Tehran’s ambition to position 
itself as a key player in any future set-
tlement, reflecting its broader strat-
egy to leverage the Yemeni issue to 
bolster regional presence and expand 



IRAN-ARAB INTERACTIONS

30

political influence. Meanwhile, the 
Saudi-led coalition backing the legit-
imate Yemeni government continues 
to advocate political solutions that 
safeguard Yemen’s security, stability 
and unity, ensuring that any settle-
ment is rooted in the will of the Yeme-
ni people and aligns with recognized 
peace frameworks, thereby prevent-
ing external actors from exploiting 
the process to consolidate influence 
and threaten Gulf and Arab security.

Conclusion

The Yemeni landscape during Sep-
tember and October 2025 highlights 
the Houthi group’s continued ex-
ploitation of regional leverage, driv-
en by escalating Iranian support. The 
Red Sea has emerged as a stage for the 

proxy confrontation between Tehran 
and Washington. While Houthi at-
tacks on Israel enhance the group’s 
media visibility, they simultaneous-
ly deepen its political isolation and 
undermine prospects for a domestic 
settlement. Moreover, the fragile dy-
namics in the Red Sea and the Bab 
al-Mandab Strait elevate the conflict 
beyond Yemen’s borders, making it 
a key component of the regional and 
international security framework. 
Consequently, meaningful progress 
toward a political resolution remains 
contingent on a reduction in Iranian 
influence and the establishment of a 
regional consensus that secures Ye-
men’s neutrality within the “Axis of 
Resistance.”
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IRAN’S 
RELATIONS WITH 
INTERNATIONAL 

POWERS

Iran’s ties with Western powers have 
been dominated by Europe’s move to 
activate the snapback mechanism, re-
instating UN sanctions after Tehran’s 
diplomatic efforts faltered. This devel-
opment has placed Iran in a precarious 
position, facing difficult decisions, 
each carrying the risk of severe conse-
quences.
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European Countries Reactivate the 
Snapback Mechanism, Reinstating UN 
Sanctions on Iran

UN Security Council sanctions were 
reinstated following the collapse of 
the European Union’s (EU) efforts 
to extend the deadline for activating 
the snapback mechanism and to per-
suade Iran to resume direct, uncon-
ditional negotiations with the United 
States. The EU sought to ensure Iran 
returned to compliance with its com-
mitments under the 2015 Joint Com-
prehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) 
and addressed its stockpile of highly 
enriched uranium.

Despite Russia’s opposition to the 
reimposition of sanctions, it could 
not block the snapback mechanism, 
which allows any JCPOA participant 
to restore all UN sanctions previously 
lifted under the agreement without 
the possibility of a veto. This file ex-
amines the failure of Iran’s diplomat-
ic initiatives to prevent the return of 
UN sanctions and evaluates the op-
tions available for Tehran to counter 
their effects.

Iran’s Failed Bet on Diplomacy to Pre-
vent the Reinstatement of Sanctions

On September 27, 2025, UN sanctions 
against Iran were reinstated, effec-
tively nullifying the 2015 nuclear 
agreement. The UK, France and Ger-
many stated that Iran had failed to 
address their concerns or meet the 
requirements for an extension, not-
ing that Tehran had not granted the 
International Atomic Energy Agen-
cy (IAEA) renewed access to nucle-
ar sites nor submitted reports on its 

stockpile of highly enriched urani-
um.(48)

Iran, in response, labeled its talks 
with the three European countries as 
“failed diplomacy” and denounced 
the reimposition of UN sanctions as 
“illegal,” arguing that the measures 
reflected a calculated misjudgment 
based on the assumption that pres-
sure would force compliance, which 
Tehran rejected as a miscalculation 
that would not resolve the crisis.(49)

The foreign ministers of the UK, 
France and Germany emphasized in a 
joint statement that “the reimposi-
tion of UN sanctions is not the end of 
diplomacy.” They added that they 
urge Iran to avoid any escalatory ac-
tions and to return to compliance 
with its legal safeguards obligations, 
signaling that diplomatic engage-
ment remained possible despite the 
sanctions.(50)

In a last-ditch effort to delay the 
reinstatement of sanctions, Iran 
reached an agreement with the IAEA 
through Egyptian mediation. While 
Iranian officials struggled to present 
the new framework to the public as a 
victory, the IAEA lauded the Cairo 
talks, describing them as “a step in 
the right direction.”(51) In response to 
domestic criticism, Foreign Minister 
Abbas Araghchi denied that Iran had 
granted the IAEA access to its bombed 
nuclear facilities, including Natanz.(52) 
Tehran had initially proposed a 
phased plan aimed at restoring confi-
dence and transparency, but follow-
ing the reimposition of UN sanctions, 
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Iran suspended the Cairo agreement 
and abandoned this approach.(53)

Iran’s Options

Following the activation of the snap-
back mechanism and the reinstate-
ment of all UN sanctions predating 
the 2015 nuclear agreement, the Ira-
nian Parliament debated a range of 
high-stakes options, from suspend-
ing its monitoring and inspection 
commitments with the IAEA to a full 
withdrawal from the Treaty on the 
Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weap-
ons (NPT). Given Iran’s complex cir-
cumstances, abandoning its IAEA 
obligations may presage withdrawal 
from the NPT. With 408 kilograms of 
uranium enriched to 60% and over 
1,000 kilograms enriched to 20%, ex-
iting the treaty would confirm long-
standing suspicions about its nuclear 
program and heighten the risk of US 
and Israeli strikes on both existing 
and potential new sites.

Tehran might instead attempt a 
direct channel of communication 
with Washington while continuing to 
restrict IAEA access, a high-risk do-
mestic strategy given the leadership’s 
reliance on defiant rhetoric. Achiev-
ing a new nuclear agreement with the 
Trump administration would require 
substantial concessions, especially 
as Türkiye has already started reduc-
ing Iranian oil imports under US 
pressure, with India possibly follow-
ing.

Alternatively, Iran could endure 
sanctions while advancing its nucle-

ar weapons program from secret lo-
cations, such as the Pickaxe Moun-
tain facility, potentially establishing 
a credible nuclear deterrent within 
roughly two years before formally 
withdrawing from the NPT. Through-
out this period, Tehran would likely 
use diplomatic maneuvering to avoid 
a repeat of the 12-Day War, pursuing 
the incremental, low-risk tactics it 
has favored since 1979, even under 
severe international pressure.

Conclusion

Despite the attacks and assassina-
tions Iran endured during the 12-
Day War, along with European pres-
sures preceding the activation of the 
snapback mechanism, Tehran has 
remained resolute in rejecting what 
it considers unfair US conditions for 
a new nuclear agreement. While im-
mediate withdrawal from the NPT 
may not be a priority, Iran could re-
consider its cooperation with the 
IAEA or further restrict inspections 
of its nuclear sites.

Western assurances that the reim-
position of UN sanctions does not 
mark the end of diplomacy reflect the 
urgent need for a sustainable resolu-
tion to the Iranian nuclear issue. The 
insistence on reinstating sanctions is 
therefore part of a broader strategy of 
maximum pressure, designed to 
compel Iran to make concessions and 
return to the negotiating table.
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