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This study investigates the social status of the varieties of Iranian
languages and dialects towards the use of lectals from the perspective
of the hidden cognitive realities of real language use within the
framework of lectal variation theory. A researcher-constructed survey
questionnaire and interview were used in this study. Linguistic data
were collected from 314 participants selected semi-randomly from
among the language community of immigrants living in Tehran with
ten different varieties of Persian languages. Participants had the
apportunity to choose one of the varieties of languages (standard or
non-standard) in two areas of home invoirement (having conversation
with parents, siblings, spouses and children) and out of home
invoirement (having conversation with colleagues, professors,
classmates and people in the society). The Likert scale was used to
measure the questionnaire items. Cronbach’s alpha was used to
measure the reliability. Besides, the Chi-square test was used to
receive statistical results. According to the results, Due to the power
component, the greater validation of the standard language, Escape
from their audience’s negative judgments towards their language
varieties and ultimately to gain social prestige, 84.71% of speakers of
language varieties in Tehran prefer to use the standard variety of
Persian language in their daily conversation. In terms of language
identity, speakers of languages especially Laki and Kurdish speakers
have more powerful sense of real identity toward their non-standard
variety of Persian language.
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1. Introduction

Language is one of the most powerful indicators of identity, social interaction, and cultural belonging.
In multilingual and multi-ethnic contexts, the choice of language variety reflects more than a
communicative need: it also signifies attitudes, ideologies, and perceptions of prestige and power.
Tehran, as the political and cultural capital of Iran, is not only home to native speakers of Persian but
also a melting pot of ethnic groups such as Azeri, Kurdish, Lori, Gilaki, Mazandarani, Baloch,
Turkmen, and others. Migration and urbanization have turned the city into a highly diverse linguistic
environment where interactions occur daily among people from multiple ethnic backgrounds.

This study investigates how members of Iranian ethnic groups in Tehran select between their
ethnic languages and the standard Persian variety in both private and public domains. It aims to
uncover the sociolinguistic and socio-cognitive motivations behind these choices, examining the
tension between identity preservation and integration into the mainstream. By focusing on language
choice, the study contributes to broader debates in sociolinguistics concerning bilingualism,
diglossia, language shift, and the relationship between language and identity.

2. A brief note of previous works

The theoretical foundation of this research builds on the tradition of sociolinguistic studies initiated
by scholars such as William Labov, Joshua Fishman, and Howard Giles. Labov emphasized the
patterned nature of linguistic variation and its correlation with social variables, while Fishman’s
research into bilingualism and domain analysis highlighted the functional distribution of languages
in multilingual societies. Giles” work on speech accommodation and ethnolinguistic vitality further
showed how identity and prestige drive language choices.

Within the Iranian context, earlier studies have documented the coexistence of Persian as the
official, institutionalized language and ethnic varieties that maintain community identity. Scholars
have examined phenomena such as dialect shift, bilingual competence, and the decline of ethnic
language transmission in urban centers. However, relatively little research has focused specifically
on Tehran as a unique sociolinguistic setting where national, regional, and global forces converge.
This study fills that gap by combining quantitative and qualitative evidence to reveal how linguistic
preferences are shaped in everyday life in the capital.

3. Theoretical framework

The research employs a socio-cognitive framework with a particular focus on lectal theory. From this
perspective, language varieties (lects) are understood as structured options that speakers evaluate based
on cognitive and social criteria. The socio-cognitive approach emphasizes that language choice reflects
both external social pressures—such as prestige hierarchies, institutional power, and stigmatization—and
internal cognitive mechanisms, including categorization, evaluation, and perception. Central to this
analysis are the concepts of face (Goffman, Brown & Levinson) and linguistic prestige. Speakers
negotiate between positive face needs (the desire to be liked and accepted) and negative face needs (the

desire for autonomy and freedom). In Tehran, standard Persian is cognitively associated with power,
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authority, and social mobility, while ethnic varieties embody solidarity, intimacy, and heritage. By
applying this dual lens, the research captures the complex interplay of social and cognitive dynamics in
shaping linguistic behavior.

4. Research methodology

The study adopted a mixed-methods design, combining surveys with semi-structured interviews to ensure
both breadth and depth of analysis.

Participants: 314 individuals representing ten major Iranian ethnic groups residing in Tehran were
selected through semi-random sampling, ensuring variation in age, gender, and socioeconomic status.

Instruments: A Likert-scale questionnaire designed by the researchers measured language use and
attitudes across family and public domains. Semi-structured interviews elicited personal narratives and
reflections on language choice, identity, and perceived prestige.

Domains of Analysis: Participants reported on language use in two main contexts:

1. Inside the family: communication with parents, siblings, spouse, and children.

2. Outside the family: communication with colleagues, classmates, teachers, and individuals in public
spaces.

Statistical Tools: Reliability of the questionnaire was assessed through Cronbach’s Alpha. Chi-square
tests determined relationships between categorical variables, while Pearson’s correlation coefficient
measured associations between attitudes and practices.

This methodological triangulation ensured that both quantitative patterns and qualitative insights

informed the conclusions.

5. Conclusion

The findings reveal a clear tendency toward the dominant use of standard Persian in Tehran. Overall,
83.54% of respondents reported choosing Persian in most daily interactions, especially in public settings.
Several factors explain this strong preference:

« Power and authority: Persian functions as the national language of administration, education, and media.
« Prestige and legitimacy: The standard variety carries symbolic capital, marking speakers as educated
and modern.

« Avoidance of stigma: Using ethnic languages in public is often perceived as provincial or low-prestige,
prompting speakers to switch to Persian.

¢ Social mobility: Persian facilitates integration into urban society, professional advancement, and
acceptance by native Tehrani interlocutors.

At the same time, ethnic languages remain vital within the private domain of the family. Participants
consistently reported speaking their mother tongues with parents and relatives, framing this practice as a
way to preserve cultural identity, transmit heritage, and maintain solidarity. However, even within
families, younger generations showed a noticeable shift toward Persian, indicating possible future erosion

of ethnic language use.
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From a socio-cognitive standpoint, the data demonstrate how linguistic choices are shaped by both
societal evaluations and personal perceptions. Persian is cognitively mapped to attributes such as power,
opportunity, and prestige, while ethnic languages are linked to emotional closeness and identity. This
dual mapping explains the functional diglossia observed: Persian dominates high-prestige domains,
whereas ethnic languages persist in low-prestige, identity-oriented domains.

These findings highlight the tension between assimilation and cultural preservation in Tehran. On the
one hand, the dominance of Persian promotes national unity and effective communication in a diverse
metropolis. On the other, the marginalization of ethnic languages risks weakening the cultural richness
that defines Iranian society.

This research demonstrates that language use in Tehran is not merely a matter of convenience but a
deeply social and cognitive act. The widespread choice of Persian in public domains reflects the
institutional power of the standard variety and its perceived role in achieving prestige and social mobility.
Simultaneously, the continued use of ethnic languages in family contexts underscores their enduring role
as markers of solidarity and identity.

The study contributes to sociolinguistic theory by validating the socio-cognitive framework as an

effective tool for analyzing language choice. It shows that both social hierarchies and cognitive
evaluations shape linguistic practices in ways that are patterned and predictable. Furthermore, the
findings carry practical implications: they call for language policies that not only uphold Persian as the
integrative national language but also actively protect and promote Iran’s diverse linguistic heritage.
In a broader perspective, the case of Tehran illustrates the universal challenge of balancing unity and
diversity in multilingual societies. It reminds us that while languages may compete in the public sphere,
they also coexist within individuals who skillfully navigate between them. The negotiation of linguistic
identity is thus a central element of modern urban life, and its study continues to shed light on the complex
relationship between language, society, and cognition.
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in conversation with children based on language originality
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Figure 5. distribution frequency and percentage of utilizing varieties of languages
in conversation with classmates based on language originality
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Figure 6. distribution frequency and percentage of utilizing varieties of languages
in conversation with professors based on language originality
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Figure 7. distribution frequency and percentage of utilizing varieties of languages
in conversation with colleagues based on language originality
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Figure 8. distribution frequency and percentage of utilizing varieties of languages
in conversation with people in the society based on language originality
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Table 2. Chi- square test results for the use of language varieties in the family
environment based on language originality
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Table 3. Chi- square test results for the use of language varieties in the family
environment based on language originality
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Table 4. frequency distribution and percentage of the sense of real identity by
distinguishing language varieties of the study
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Figure 9. Frequency distribution and percentage of the sense of real identity based
on language originality
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	4. Research methodology
	The study adopted a mixed-methods design, combining surveys with semi-structured interviews to ensure both breadth and depth of analysis.
	Participants: 314 individuals representing ten major Iranian ethnic groups residing in Tehran were selected through semi-random sampling, ensuring variation in age, gender, and socioeconomic status.
	Instruments: A Likert-scale questionnaire designed by the researchers measured language use and attitudes across family and public domains. Semi-structured interviews elicited personal narratives and reflections on language choice, identity, and ...
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	This methodological triangulation ensured that both quantitative patterns and qualitative insights informed the conclusions.

