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Examining the Effects of Religious-Identity Elements
on Iran's National Identity

Loghman Rostami'

Abstract

The most important elements of Iranian national identity are the existence of two
elements: Shiite Islam and Iranianness. Along with Shiite Islam, which has been one
of the most important factors in the identification of Iranians against the Ottoman
Turks and Arabs, the element of Iranianness, which includes elements such as Iranian
tribes and their subcultures, Iranian civilization, rituals, and cultural heritage, has also
been very important factors in creating the identity and national cohesion of Iranians.
For this reason, creating a balance with respect to the elements that constitute Iranian
identity by Iranian government officials is very important. With the establishment of
the Islamic Republic in Iran, the decision-makers of the system considered the most
important factor in the identification of Iranians to be the religious-identity element
and believe that other elements of Iranian identity are of secondary importance. Giving
priority to religious-identity elements and narrowing Iran to Shiite Islam can create
identity and security challenges for the national identity of Iran, as well as the nation
and people of Iran, especially within the borders of that country. Among the
consequences of this policy, we can mention the growth of sub-national identities such
as religious, ethnic, and local identities. Common values in which a particular value of
members of society can be accepted and recognized. Thus, according to Haunt's
theory, it can be imagined that these three forms of identification relations are social
preconditions for identity formation, and therefore, ignoring them or preferring a
specific identity-religious area will lead to divergence and weakening of national
cohesion.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Iran is a historically multicultural society composed of numerous ethnic, linguistic, and
religious groups. Among the core elements shaping Iranian national identity, two stand
out: Shiite Islam and Iranianness (including shared culture, language, and history).
Following the establishment of the Islamic Republic, the Iranian state prioritized the
religious-identity element, especially Shiism, as the central axis of national identity,
while often marginalizing ethnic, cultural, and linguistic diversity. This prioritization has
generated tensions, especially among ethnic minorities who feel excluded from the
dominant identity narrative. These dynamics raise critical questions about the
relationship between state-imposed religious identity and the inclusive, pluralistic
conception of national identity necessary for national cohesion.

2. Theoretical framework
This study is based on Axel Honneth’s Theory of Recognition, which posits that identity
formation depends on individuals and groups being recognized in three core domains:

1. Love (Confidence) — Recognized through family and intimate relations.

2. Rights (Respect) — Recognition as legal persons with civil and political rights.

3. Solidarity (Esteem) — Social esteem and acknowledgment of unique individual or

group contributions.

According to Honneth, neglect or denial of recognition in any of these areas can lead
to identity conflict, resistance, and social alienation. Applied to the Iranian context,
ethnic groups seek recognition of their languages, cultures, and political representation
within the national framework. The paper explores how neglecting these rights under a
religious-national identity framework weakens social integration and national unity.

3. Metholology

The research uses a descriptive-analytical method grounded in qualitative content
analysis. Data were collected from official government documents, constitutional
provisions, academic literature, and socio-political reports. The focus is on the lived
experiences of ethnic minorities (e.g., Kurds, Baluch, Arabs, Turkmens) in relation to
political participation, economic development, cultural expression, and linguistic rights.
By assessing Iran’s identity policy through the lens of Honneth's theory, the study
identifies patterns of recognition and misrecognition.

4. Discussion

The findings indicate a persistent gap between the official state narrative of a unified
Islamic identity and the realities of ethnic and cultural pluralism. Key observations
include:

e Cultural discrimination: Many ethnic groups report lack of access to education in
their native languages, underrepresentation in media, and marginalization of
cultural practices.

e Religious discrimination: Sunni Muslims (including Kurds, Baluch, and
Turkmens) face barriers to political participation and religious freedom,
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especially in high-level government positions.

Economic underdevelopment: Peripheral ethnic regions experience systemic
underinvestment, leading to poverty, unemployment, and increased
dissatisfaction with the central government.

Limited political participation: Ethnic minorities are underrepresented in major
decision-making bodies, contributing to feelings of exclusion and powerlessness.

These dynamics collectively result in a weakening of national cohesion, as affected
groups perceive state policies as discriminatory or exclusionary.

5. Conclusion and Suggestions
The study concludes that Iran's emphasis on a singular religious-national identity,
centered on Shiism, has led to misrecognition of ethnic identities, undermining social
trust, solidarity, and national integration. Drawing on Honneth's theory, the following
recommendations are proposed:

1.

2.

Constitutional reforms to recognize and institutionalize ethnic and cultural rights,
especially linguistic education and representation.

Equitable economic development to reduce disparities between central and
peripheral regions.

Inclusive cultural policy that celebrates diversity while promoting unity.
Enhanced political participation for ethnic minorities in high-level governmental
roles.

Reinforcing solidarity by acknowledging historical and cultural contributions of
all ethnic groups as part of the Iranian identity.

By adopting a pluralistic and recognition-based approach, Iran can strengthen its
national identity while preserving unity, stability, and legitimacy. The integration of
ethnic identities into the national fabric is not a threat to unity, but a prerequisite for
achieving sustainable national cohesion in a multiethnic society.
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