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Abstract

Ethnic diversity has been a defining feature of Iran throughout its history, making the
management of ethnic and religious diversity a significant issue. This characteristic has
consistently raised a critical policy question: should the management of ethnic diversity
and conflicts aim at assimilation, dissolving ethnic identity into a unified national
identity, or should ethnic identity coexist alongside national identity? Focusing on
ethnic policymaking in contemporary Iran under the Pahlavi and Islamic Republic
governments, this article employs a descriptive-analytical method to analyze the
relationship between state ethnic policy and national convergence. The central question
of the article is: What relationship exists between ethnic policymaking during the
Pahlavi era (both first and second) and the Islamic Republic and national convergence?
The hypothesis posits that the Pahlavi regime's ethnic policymaking, based on an
assimilationist approach, weakened national convergence. In contrast, the Islamic
Republic's ethnic policymaking, rooted in a pluralistic approach, strengthened national
convergence.
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Introduction

Iran is a country with multiple identities, recognized for its diverse ethnic groups.
Therefore, the success or failure of contemporary governments' ethnic policies in
fostering social development and implementing equitable social policies has highlighted
ethnic convergence or divergence in the context of national unity and consensus. Over
recent decades, this issue has evolved, leading to numerous ethnic conflicts. From the
mid-20th century, globalization processes (increasing media, awareness of identity, and
its expression) combined with traditional sources of social identity (ethnicity, religion,
and nationality), led to the emergence of modern identities based on gender, sexual
orientation, lifestyle, quasi-religious groups, and other factors (Ahmady 2023: 41-54).

In contemporary Iran, with emphasis on both the Pahlavi and Islamic Republic periods,
the state has sought to address ethnicity from multiple perspectives: cultural, security,
political, social, and economic. This approach has created a spectrum of ethnic policies
ranging from homogenizing to pluralistic. Despite the diverse ethnic identities in Iran,
the dominant modern discourse on identity has increasingly moved toward unity,
undermining the acknowledgment of diversity. Justified as an attempt to preserve
national unity and political security, this approach has resulted in wider ethnic rifts and
the emergence of ethnic political movements. Furthermore, the cultural mosaic of
Iranian society, alongside the growing importance of ethnic communities in national
cohesion, has raised fundamental issues of justice and development. This connection is
closely linked to the quality of collective identity and its underlying reasons, ultimately
influencing ethnic convergence or divergence in Iran, with significant implications for
the country's national security. This is because the prevailing spirit in contemporary
societies demands democracy and development, which are notably observed in
multicultural societies, where issues of inter-ethnic relations and government
involvement are emphasized. This article, using descriptive and analytical methods,
examines the relationship between ethnic policy and national cohesion in contemporary
Iran under the Pahlavi and Islamic Republic governments. The central question
addressed is: What is the relationship between ethnic policy during the Pahlavi era (both
I and II) and the Islamic Republic with national convergence? The hypothesis suggests
that the Pahlavi ethnic policy, based on ethnic homogenization, weakened national

cohesion, whereas the Islamic Republic's pluralistic approach strengthened it. It should
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be noted that national convergence, focused on Iran's core ethnic groups, has fluctuated
in both historical periods. The data for this study were gathered using a documentary
and library-based approach.

Materials & Methods

This study examines the impact of ethnic policy on national convergence in Iran by
comparing the strategies employed during two significant historical periods: the Pahlavi
dynasty and the Islamic Republic of Iran. Using a descriptive-analytical methodology,
the research explores the theoretical frameworks of ethnic policy, national convergence,
and governance. The study relies on documentary and library-based research to analyze
how these governance models approached ethnic diversity, and a comparative lens is
used to evaluate the assimilationist approach of the Pahlavi era against the pluralistic
model adopted by the Islamic Republic. Key variables include political participation,

cultural recognition, and policy frameworks addressing ethnic minorities.

Discussion & Results

1. Pahlavi Era: Assimilationist Approach During the Pahlavi dynasty, ethnic policy was
grounded in cultural homogenization, driven by a belief in creating a unified national
identity through assimilation. The regime’s approach focused on the centralization of
power and suppression of ethnic diversity, often treating ethnic differences as threats to
national security and sovereignty.

Policy Features: Language Suppression: Persian was imposed as the sole official
language, sidelining local languages like Kurdish, Arabic, and Turkish. This policy
alienated ethnic groups who saw their linguistic and cultural heritage eroded.

Centralized Governance: The Pahlavi state prioritized state control over regional
autonomy, marginalizing ethnic regions and exacerbating local grievances.

Coercive Measures: Forced resettlements and suppression of ethnic movements
were used to maintain control, further deepening ethnic mistrust toward the state.

Outcomes: Marginalization and resentment among ethnic minorities grew, as they
felt excluded from national identity and political representation.

The emphasis on assimilation failed to achieve genuine national convergence,
instead fostering fragmentation and dissent among ethnic groups.

2. Islamic Republic of Iran: Pluralistic Approach The Islamic Republic marked a
significant shift in ethnic policy, moving from homogenization to a pluralistic model

that sought to balance national integration with ethnic diversity. This change was rooted
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in the post-revolutionary ethos of Islamic unity, which emphasized equality and
solidarity across ethnic lines within the framework of Islamic governance.

Policy Features: Constitutional Protections: Articles 15 and 19 of the Iranian
Constitution explicitly recognized the rights of ethnic groups to preserve their cultural
and linguistic identities while emphasizing equality among all citizens.

Decentralization: The Islamic Republic allowed for greater local governance,
granting ethnic regions more autonomy in managing local affairs.

Inclusive Policies: Ethnic minorities were incorporated into national politics, with
representation in local councils and the national parliament.

Outcomes: Improved political participation and inclusion reduced feelings of
marginalization among ethnic groups.

Policies promoting cultural preservation fostered a sense of belonging among
minorities, contributing to stronger national convergence.

The emphasis on Islamic unity provided a shared ideological framework that
transcended ethnic divisions.

3. Comparative Insights The comparative analysis of the two periods highlights the
stark differences in their approaches to ethnic policy and its impact on national
convergence:

Governance Models:

The Pahlavi era’s centralization and suppression of diversity weakened the state’s
ability to unify its population, as it alienated significant portions of the population.

The Islamic Republic’s approach to pluralism, rooted in shared religious and
national values, fostered greater social cohesion.

Cultural and Political Impacts:

While the Pahlavi regime viewed ethnic diversity as a liability, the Islamic Republic
leveraged it as a strength, integrating diverse groups into the national fabric.

The Islamic Republic’s policies demonstrated the importance of balancing state
sovereignty with respect for ethnic diversity in achieving long-term stability.

Conclusion

This study underscores the significant role of ethnic policy in shaping national
convergence. The findings reveal that the Pahlavi dynasty’s assimilationist approach
prioritized state control at the expense of inclusivity, leading to increased ethnic

tensions and weakened national cohesion. In contrast, the Islamic Republic’s pluralistic
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model embraced diversity within a unified framework, fostering stronger national unity
and reducing inter-ethnic conflicts.

By examining these contrasting approaches, the research highlights the importance
of inclusive governance in multi-ethnic societies. Policies that respect and incorporate
cultural diversity can strengthen national identity and social cohesion, whereas
exclusionary practices risk fragmenting society and undermining state stability.

The study’s comparative framework offers valuable insights into the broader
implications of ethnic policy, demonstrating that sustainable governance requires a
balance between integration and respect for diversity. These findings have relevance
beyond Iran, offering lessons for other multi-ethnic states seeking to enhance national

convergence in diverse societies.
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