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ABSTRACT

The phenomenon of migration, and in particular foreign emigration, is an important social,
cultural and demographic issue that needs to be investigated. The purpose of this article is
to investigate the views of the Supporters and Opponents of emigration among the Kurdish
citizens of Sardasht city, which has been done using the theory of justification systems or
regimes of action of Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot, which is one of the prominent
approaches in the field of cultural sociology. The use of Boltanski and Thévenot's
perspectives in both the theoretical section and the interpretation of the interviewees' views,
as well as the comparison of the views of the supporters and opponents of immigration, is
an innovative aspect of this article. The research method is qualitative and based on a
constructivist interpretive approach and an Abductive strategy, employing purposive and
snowball sampling methods, and using semi-structured interviews with 26 citizens of
Sardasht (13 residents of Sardasht and 13 residents of foreign countries). The findings of
the research, based on the six worlds of Boltanski and Thévenot that describe the
justification systems of the two groups' pros and cons of Emigration, consist of two distinct
reasoning spectra based on six sites including: Inspired, domestic, civic, Fame, market, and
industrial’. Ultimately, the rhetoric of the two groups pros and cons of immigration based
on the mentioned six worlds can be summarised and categorized in a dialectical
combination of "resistance-persistence".
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INTRODUCTION

One of the most significant, thought-provoking, and indeed detrimental
developments in our society over the past two decades has been migration,
particularly international migration. Migration refers to the permanent movement of
individuals from one place to another as a result of a hierarchy of values or culturally
meaningful goals, economic opportunities, social networks, and environmental
conditions, factors shaped by the complex interaction between structural forces and
individual choices. This process brings about transformations in the economic, social,
and political relations of both sending and receiving countries, and it can be expected
to have even greater effects on their social and welfare systems (Patterson, 2018; Van
Hear et al., 2017, p. 5; Sipinen & Beck, 2016). Moreover, the desire to migration is a
term that has attracted a lot of attention in recent years. In defining this term, someone
has a desire to migration if they prefer leaving over staying (Carling & Collins, 2017).

According to data released by the National Migration Survey, the Cultural
Observatory, and the Global Migration Report, Iran is among the major migrant-
sending countries in the world. In 2011, Iranian highly educated and skilled migrants
constituted the fourth-largest group among all international migrants in OECD
member states, accounting for half of all highly educated or skilled migrants from the
region. Moreover, in terms of the number of highly educated migrants, Iran ranked
first among countries in the Middle East and North Africa in the same year (Sadeghi
et al, 2018, p. 84).

The migration of Iranians can be classified into three major waves: (a) 1950—
1979, during which most migration was for higher education and with the intention
of returning to Iran; (b) 1979-1995, when migration was largely forced due to the
Revolution and the war; (c) 1995 to the present, marked by predominantly economic
motivations, aspirations for stability and a better quality of life, and with little
intention of returning (Pourghaffar et al, 2024, p. 173).

In the context of Kurdistan and various Kurdish-speaking cities, which over the
past two decades, have been deeply affected by Iran’s third wave of migration: out-
migration driven by economic, political, and social motivations has become
increasingly prominent. Over recent decades, the intensification of center—periphery
dynamics, the dominance and hegemony of centralized, top-down state discourses,
and the marginalization of Kurdish peripheral regions, resulting from anti-
developmental, discriminatory, and internally colonial policies, have collectively
contributed to a sharp rise in migration from these areas.

Despite being a global and regional issue with far-reaching consequences, the
phenomenon of migration has generated contentious debates and sharply divergent
views among its supporters and opponents. In other words, defining the boundaries
of migration and determining its relationship to the active, agentive subject has
become a central point of dispute and differentiation among individuals and groups.



At the two ends of this continuum lie the competing rhetorics of pro-migration and
anti-migration positions. This study broadly examines how different social actors—
such as activists, writers, and artists draw upon systems of justification or regimes of
action (based on the six cités / worlds proposed by Boltanski and Thévenot) in their
disputes over the meanings and functions of migration. In doing so, it seeks to
reconstruct and represent the mental maps through which individuals define “us” and
“them” (Lamont, 2000, pp. 25-26), while simultaneously identifying the underlying
principles of classification that operate behind these definitions.

METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative methodology grounded in a constructivist—
interpretive approach and an elicitation strategy aimed at understanding the
perspectives, behaviors, and everyday actions of the participants. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews and continued until theoretical saturation was
reached. The participants consisted of residents of Sardasht, selected through
purposive and snowball sampling. A total of 26 individuals were interviewed—13
residents of Sardasht who were opposed to migration, and 13 individuals living
abroad who were in favor of migration. Interviews were conducted both in person
and through virtual platforms such as WhatsApp and Google Meet.

FINDINGS

Based on the conducted interviews and their analysis, each group, both supporters
and opponents of migration presented their justifications based on the six cités or six
orders of worth according to Boltanski and Thévenot, namely: the world of
inspiration, the domestic world, the civic world, the world of fame, the market world,
and the industrial world. These justifications can be framed within a pattern of
“resistance and persistence.” Overall, based on the analysis of findings from
participant interviews, it can be stated that the main theme among supporters of
migration, or the order of persistence, is as follows: In the world of inspiration:
“emotional and motivational migration,”. In the domestic world: “family salvation,”
In the civic world: “family and public good,”. In the world of fame: “gaining approval
and legitimacy,” In the market world: “value oriented toward competition and
wealth,” In the industrial world: “specialization and efficiency in the destination.”
On the other hand, the main theme among opponents of migration, or the order of
worth of resistance is: In the world of inspiration: “rational and logical staying,”. In
the domestic world: “community salvation,” In the civic world: “collective will based
on struggle,” In the world of fame: “personal and identity autonomy,”. In the market
world: “value oriented toward collective benefit,”. In the industrial world:
“specialization and efficiency at the origin.”
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CONCLUSION

The rhetorics of both groups (the opponents and proponents of migration) grounded
in arguments derived from the six cités can be summarized within a dialectical
configuration of “resistance” and “persistence.” In other words, an ongoing dispute
exists between those who oppose migration and those who defend it. Opponents of
migration frame staying in the homeland and refusing to leave for foreign countries
as a form of resistance: a refusal to yield. They argue that educated individuals,
activists, and elites ought to remain in their society, struggle for its progress and
development, and not “abandon the field” by migrating. According to their claims,
the departure of elites and activists constitutes a form of betrayal of the homeland and
society. Conversely, supporters of migration i.e., migrants justify their departure
through the regime of action of persistence, viewing migration as a means of
sustaining life, continuing activity, and exercising agency in a safe environment.
They argue that migration has enabled them to pursue their goals and ideals and to
achieve success, and that it serves as a bridge toward continuity, improvement, and
advancement in their lives. Thus, a combined “resistance—persistence” regime of
action can be proposed to encapsulate the justificatory arguments of the two groups,
opponents and supporters of migration, respectively. Moreover, as illustrated in Table
1, the findings of this study can be further elaborated by distinguishing the categories
derived from interview analysis for each regime of action, mapped onto Boltanski
and Thévenot’s six cités, along with identifying the dominant and most salient
justificatory principles for each side of the migration debate.

Table 1. Regimes of Action based on Persistence and Resistance According to Cités Among of
Supporters and Opponents of Emigration

Regimes Orders or Regimes of Action Dominant
Cités Persistence Resistance Among
Inspired Motlvatlﬂfgra;r:ic(i)ﬁmotlonal Rational and logical staying Supporters
. Family salvation and . .
Domestic protection Community salvation Opponents
L . . Collective will grounded in
Civic Family and public welfare struggle Opponents
Fame Seeking gpproval and Personz_il and identity-based Supporters
legitimacy independence
Values oriented toward Values oriented toward
Market competition and wealth collective benefit Supporters
Specialization and Specialization and efficiency
Industrial efﬂmencyclgutrk:ter;estlnatlon in the home country Opponents




NOVELTY

Numerous studies have been conducted in Iran on the subject of migration, most of
which have focused primarily on the causes of migration. However, research
adopting a cultural-sociological perspective and examining the contrasting views of
migration supporters and opponents has been largely absent. Moreover, the
theoretical frameworks commonly used in prior studies such as the push—pull theory
of migration and neoclassical economic models differ fundamentally from the present
study, which employs Boltanski and Thévenot’s theory of justification systems and
regimes of action. To date, migration has not been analyzed through this theoretical
lens. As a pioneering effort, this research opens up a new analytical and conceptual
space within Iranian migration studies and may serve as a foundation for future work
in this area. One of the main limitations of this study was the difficulty of accessing
Sardasht residents living abroad and obtaining their consent for interviews.
Furthermore, a methodological limitation inherent in qualitative research (given its
nature) is the limited generalizability of its findings to the broader population.
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