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Reza Pahlavi, the exiled Crown Prince of Iran and eldest son of the last Shah, Mohammad Reza 

Pahlavi, has emerged as the most prominent opposition leader amid the Iranian protests, 

positioning himself as a figure for regime change toward a secular democracy. At 65, living in 

exile in the U.S. since 1979, he actively calls for non-violent civil disobedience, nationwide 

strikes, and coordinated seizures of city centers to accelerate the Islamic Republic's collapse.  

He advocates for a national referendum on future governance (republic or constitutional 

monarchy) while emphasizing human rights, gender equality, and Western alliances. However, 

his polarizing legacy tied to the Pahlavi dynasty's authoritarian past divides Iranians and his 

exile will limit his effectiveness inside the country itself. 

 

• Pahlavi raised his public profile in 

traditional and social media following the 

outbreak of protests.  He has escalated 

calls for action during the current protests, 

urging Iranians to "seize city centers and 

hold them" and prepare for his return, 

framing the unrest as a "national uprising" 

to overthrow the theocracy.  

 

• As protests intensify, Pahlavi has garnered 

support from diaspora and some internal 

groups, including an open letter in January 2026 asking him to "lead the transition," 

though divisions persist over his monarchist ties and perceived alignment with Western 

interests. 

 

• U.S. President Trump public statements have been cautious and non-committal stance.  

Trump acknowledges Pahlavi positively on a personal level but expresses significant 

Tal 

Shiar 

 

DefenSe 

inTelligence 

reporT 



doubt about whether he has broad enough domestic support inside Iran to lead effectively 

or be accepted as a successor if the current regime collapses. 

 

Exile, Family, and Advocacy Profile 

 

Born October 31, 1960, in Tehran and named Crown Prince in 1967, Pahlavi was training as a 

fighter pilot in the U.S. when the 1979 Islamic Revolution forced his family's exile and 

abolished the monarchy. After his father's death in 1980, he declared himself titular Shah Reza 

Shah II. He has lived primarily in the U.S. (Potomac, Maryland) since the 1980s, married 

Yasmine Etemad-Amini in 1986, and has three daughters whom he designates as heirs to 

promote gender equality. For over four decades, he has advocated secular democracy, human 

rights, and regime change via non-violent means, maintaining contact with opposition networks 

and traveling globally to highlight Iran's plight. 

 

• He completed U.S. Air Force pilot training in 1978–1979 and earned a political science 

degree from the University of Southern California, later authoring books on Iran's 

democratic future while consistently advocating non-violent regime change through civil 

disobedience and free elections.  

 

• Pahlavi volunteered as a fighter pilot during 

the Iran-Iraq War but was rejected by the 

regime; he has since focused on political 

activism, founding initiatives like the National 

Council of Iran (2013–2017) and supporting 

unity efforts such as the 2025 Munich 

Convergence Summit. 

 

• Some online sources speculate about his 

wealth coming from vague "business ventures 

and investments" in sectors like real estate, 

technology, or finance, with no reliable figures 

on his net worth.  It is possible he has access to 

Pahlavi family's pre-revolution holdings (e.g., 

the Pahlavi Foundation's industrial stakes in 

banks, hotels, autos etc) but no credible 

information support active business roles for 

Reza Pahlavi himself. 

 

 

 



Conclusion 

 

Reza Pahlavi remains a central, divisive symbol in Iran's opposition landscape: a bridge to pre-

1979 secularism for supporters, yet a reminder of dynastic authoritarianism for detractors. His 

public leadership in the 2026 protests—spurring escalation and offering transitional guidance—

could catalyze change if unified opposition coalesces, but success hinges on overcoming 

internal divisions. However, absent external military/political pressure, the regime is unlikely to 

allow his safe return and will target his supporters internally. 

 

 

Leading Iranian Opposition Figures 
Name (Age) Primary 

Base 

Core Ideology / Focus Key Strengths 

Masih Alinejad (49) 

U.S. Women’s rights, 

secularism, civil 

disobedience 

High visibility, strong 

youth/women appeal, effective 

social media campaigns 

Shirin Ebadi (78)  

UK / Exile Human rights, rule of 

law, secular democracy 

International credibility (Nobel 

laureate), legal expertise, 

respected by moderates 

 

Hamed Esmaeilion 

(45)  

Canada Accountability for state 

crimes, non-violent 

transition 

Moral authority from PS752 

tragedy; strong diaspora 

organizer 

Abdollah Momeni 

(49) 

Iran 

(imprisoned) 

Reformist-turned-

opposition, student 

movement 

Deep connections to 

student/youth networks 



Mostafa Tajzadeh 

(65) 

Iran 

(imprisoned) 

Secular reformist, 

former deputy minister 

Longstanding critique of 

theocracy from within system 

Nasrin Sotoudeh 

(62) 

Iran 

(imprisoned) 

Human rights lawyer, 

women’s & prisoners’ 

rights 

Courageous defiance despite long 

imprisonment 

 

Mokhtar Alboshokeh 

(~45) 

Iran 

(Ahwaz) 

Ethnic Arab minority 

rights, federalism 

Represents significant ethnic 

grievances in Khuzestan 

 
 

 

 


