(@) ATU
e WO
Quarterly Journal of Social Sciences DM PRESS

Vol. 32, No.110, Fall 2025, P 1-39
gjss.atu.ac.ir
DOI: 10.22054/qjss.2026.90437.2948

A Critical Review of Iran's Immigration Policies
Toward Afghans: Providing an Alternative Path

. - Assistant Professor in Anthropology Institute for
*
Saideh Saidi |‘ Social and Cultural Studies, Tehran, Iran

Abstract

Iran is strategically located in one of the most important and active
migration corridors in the world, as it is simultaneously the country of
origin, transit, and destination for millions of migrants. The aim of the
present study is to critically analyze Iran's policymaking towards Afghan
migrants in Iran and to present an alternative model. This research is
multidimensional and has been conducted in a qualitative paradigm. The
method of collecting data and information was a combination of
documentary sources, expert interview, holding expert panels and
obtaining the opinions of relevant agencies and institutions. The first step
in policymaking is to clarify the issue. Governance and policymaking in
the field of Afghan migrants requires a proactive, selective, intelligent, and
long-term approach. The long-term presence of Afghan migrants in Iran
has overshadowed various aspects of the life of society (immigrant-host)
and has caused numerous challenges and opportunities in the political,
cultural, social, security, and economic spheres, and it seems that the lack
of coherent and forward-looking policymaking in this area can create
serious risks. This study, while explaining the legal, political, social,
economic, and security aspects of Afghan nationals' migration to Iran,
presents a 7-stage conceptual model of migration governance as the
foundation for policymaking in this area, which includes the pre-migration
stage, transit, border management, entry and identification, integration,
expulsion, and reintegration. The proposed strategies are presented
separately for each of these stages.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Migration has become one of the most important central issues in
international relations in recent years. Given the special conditions of
the Southwest Asian region, migration is a lived experience and
survival strategy for many people, which has led to the formation of one
of the most active migration domains. Iran has a strategic position in
one of the most important and active migration corridors in the world,
as it is simultaneously the country of origin, transit, and destination for
millions of migrants. The aim of the present study is to critically analyze
Iran's policy towards Afghan migrants and to present an alternative
model. The presence of millions of Afghans in the past four decades
has caused numerous challenges and opportunities in the political,
cultural, social, security and economic spheres, and it seems that due to
the lack of coherent and well-prepared policymaking in this area,
Afghan migrants in Iran have turned from a social issue into a
political/security issue.

Despite facing extensive international sanctions for nearly five
decades, Iran has hosted one of the largest immigrant populations in the
world. The first step in policymaking is to clarify the issue. Governance
and policymaking in the field of Afghan nationals requires a proactive,
selective, intelligent, and long-term approach. Although Iran has
always been one of the largest hosts of Afghan immigrants in the world,
due to the lack of a comprehensive immigration policy in the country,
it seems that despite the costs imposed on the country, the policy-
making system has not been able to utilize the potential of this large
population, and this ambiguous, complex, and confusing situation has
created serious risks for both the immigrant community and the host
country.

This research seeks to answer the question of how Iran's
policymaking towards Afghans has been formulated and what
characteristics would an alternative model have? This multidimensional
research was conducted in a qualitative paradigm. The data and
information collection method was a combination of documentary
sources, semi-structured interviews, holding a panel of experts, and
obtaining the views of relevant agencies and institutions.

The first step in policymaking is to clarify the issue. Governance
and policymaking in the field of Afghan nationals requires a proactive,
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selective, intelligent, and long-term approach. The long-term presence
of Afghans in Iran has overshadowed various aspects of the life of
society (immigrant-host) and has caused numerous challenges and
opportunities in the political, cultural, social, security, and economic
spheres, and it seems that the lack of coherent and forward-looking
policymaking in this area can create serious risks.

The diversity of residency statuses of Afghans is one of the most
important pitfalls of immigration governance in Iran. In the last two
decades, various residence cards and permits have been issued to
foreign nationals in Iran, issued by different institutions with different
goals, privileges, and obligations. One of the factors that has led to the
confusion of the issue of immigration in Iran, in addition to the
multiplicity of identity documents, is the multiplicity of identification
codes, which not only poses a problem for the immigrant community
but also deprives the policy-making system to make coherent decisions.
Political fragmentation and multiple, intermittent, and sometimes
conflicting procedures have multiple effects and have led to the
strengthening of informal life of migrants in Iran.

Paying attention to the specifics of this informal life is one of the
most important tasks of the policy-making system, because the growth
of these fluid groups that operate outside of official institutions and
gradually gain the power to network, organize, and mobilize can
become a "prison for new changes" because the feeling of a common
threat will lead to the mobilization of passive networks. In the realm of
danger and crisis, Afghan refugees present themselves as another
important figure who must be seen/heard/controlled or negotiated with;
a situation that is no longer temporary and it is not possible to ignore
the presence of the other party, and a solution must be found for it.

Adopting a development-oriented approach to the issue of
immigration leads to the orientation of policy-making in the field of
citizens towards proactive, selective, agentic and rational selection
approaches in the immigration industry. Policy-making in the field of
Afghans in Iran is formulated in two general aspects: support (services)
and control (regulation). The constant change of laws and regulations,
the dominance of the security perspective on the issue of immigrants,
shows the lack of effectiveness of policy-making in the field of non-
Iranian citizens.
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The continuation of short-term and partial policies based on profit
and placing Afghans in a suspended position, in addition to
overshadowing the services and facilities that Iran has provided to
millions of foreign citizens in the country for more than four decades,
has led to the destruction of the country's image in the international
arena and increased dissatisfaction among both the host and immigrant
communities. Although the continuation of this practice can lead to
short-term economic exploitation for the government and other relevant
sectors, it will increase the tendency to live informally and in the
shadows and, in the long term, will lead to the formation of a
dissatisfied, uncontrollable, anti-discipline and socially unacceptable
population, which will have the potential for abnormal behavior and
create costs for Iran.

This study, while explaining the legal, political, social, economic,
and security aspects of Afghan nationals' migration to Iran, presents a
7-stage conceptual model of migration governance as the foundation for
policymaking in this area, which includes the pre-migration stage,
transit, border management, entry and identification, integration,
expulsion, and reintegration. The proposed strategies are presented
separately for each of these stages.
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