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National identity is the most important form of collective identity, playing a
fundamental role in fostering national solidarity and political stability.
Therefore, the emergence and spread of a national identity crisis within society
can pose serious challenges to national cohesion, stability, and security.
Consequently, governments seek to strengthen their citizens' inclination toward
national identity through various measures, among which the equitable
distribution of resources and privileges is particularly significant. A key point
here is that governments implement such actions through the process of social
policy-making. If carried out effectively, these policies can enhance citizens'
affiliation with their national identity. Based on this premise, effective
implementation of social policy-making is also a pressing necessity in
contemporary Iran for the Islamic Republic government to reinforce the
national identity among Iranian society members. This issue is critical because,
in general, social policy-making—considered a collective necessity—has not
received sufficient attention during the era of the Islamic Republic. As a result,
we face ineffective policies and the existence of class divisions and socio-
economic inequalities. Therefore, by reforming and properly implementing
social policies, the Islamic Republic government can eliminate the perception
held by many Iranians—particularly among ethnic groups—that the state
engages in discriminatory practices. Consequently, this would strengthen their
sense of national identity.

Keywords: national identity, Iranian national identity, social policy-making,
social justice, Islamic Republic of Iran.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

National identity is recognized as the most significant form of collective identity, central to
sustaining national solidarity and political stability. Its erosion can provoke identity crises with far-
reaching political and social consequences. In the context of Iran, the national identity has long been
entangled with cultural, religious, historical, and socio-political elements that have shaped both the
structure of society and the state’s legitimacy. A growing body of research affirms that material
deprivation and unequal distribution of national wealth significantly influence citizens’ perceptions of
identity and belonging. When social justice is poorly implemented and socio-economic inequalities
become entrenched, segments of society, especially those in marginalized or ethnic regions, may develop
feelings of alienation, weakening their emotional and political attachment to the national identity (Ahmadi,
2011). Hence, social justice policies and their execution through effective social policymaking become
critical mechanisms to restore national cohesion. Governments seeking to reinforce national identity must
address citizens' material and spiritual needs, ensuring equitable access to state-provided resources
(Morgan, 2006; Scott & Davis, 2007; Weick, 2006).

Social policy, as a subset of public policy, plays a pivotal role in redistributing resources,
facilitating welfare, and enhancing the quality of life. Through planned interventions in areas like
healthcare, education, housing, and employment, it reduces socio-economic gaps and fortifies a sense of
collective national belonging. In Iran, however, despite constitutional provisions—such as Articles 29, 31,
and 43 of the Islamic Republic’s Constitution—which obligate the state to provide comprehensive welfare
policies, successive governments have largely failed to implement coherent or effective social policies
(Hezar Jaribi & Safari Shali, 2015; Nematimiri et al., 2021; Qarakhani, 2011, 2014, 2021). The consequence is
a fragmented social fabric in which citizens, particularly from underdeveloped or peripheral regions,
perceive the state as discriminatory and unjust. This perception undermines the legitimacy of the state’s
identity project, particularly the post-revolutionary Islamic identity, which sought to unify diverse Iranian
populations through Shiite Islamic values (Bashiriyeh, 2004b; Seyed Emami, 2012; Tajik, 2005). Yet without
the parallel realization of distributive justice, ideological identity constructs remain insufficient to foster
enduring national cohesion.

From a theoretical standpoint, national identity is a multilayered concept, encompassing modern
and pre-modern sensibilities. In Iran’s case, the coexistence of ancient Persian heritage, Islamic values,
and modern statehood constructs a unique layered national identity (Ahmadi, 2011; Ashraf, 2016). These
layers have been historically resilient but are subject to erosion in the face of unfulfilled material
expectations. Moreover, the relationship between identity and justice is reciprocal; the stronger the
perception of justice, the stronger the attachment to national identity (Karimi, 2001). This interdependence
implies that the Iranian state's continued neglect of balanced development, especially in provinces such as
Sistan and Baluchestan, Kurdistan, and parts of Khuzestan, threatens to fracture national unity (Rahimi,
2017). Studies indicate that while some ethnic regions like Azerbaijan are relatively better off, many others
suffer from significant development lags, reinforcing a sense of exclusion (Ahmadi, 2011; Akhavan Kazemi
& Qaemi, 2022). This unevenness also creates regional rivalries and fuels suspicion that ethnicity plays a
role in resource allocation—a perception deeply detrimental to shared national identity.

A historical review of social policy in lIran underscores a pattern of inconsistency and
ineffectiveness. During the Pahlavi era, despite attempts at modernization, the regime’s authoritarian and
centralized nature hindered genuine social policy execution (Omidi, 2016). The White Revolution is one
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such example of symbolic reform lacking substantive redistribution. Following the Islamic Revolution,
while ideological emphasis shifted toward justice and equality, practical challenges such as war, sanctions,
and internal political fragmentation obstructed meaningful policy implementation (Karimi, 2007). Later
administrations—whether conservative or reformist—Ilargely maintained this trend. The Rafsanjani era's
economic liberalization widened wealth disparities; the Khatami administration’s prioritization of political
reform sidelined social justice; and the populist Ahmadinejad era, despite redistributive rhetoric, failed to
establish lasting structural changes (Behrouz Lak & Zabetpour Kari, 2012; Fawzi, 2020). Even the more
technocratic Rouhani government did not overcome systemic inertia in delivering equitable development.
These historical shortcomings culminate in the persistence of poverty, unemployment, housing shortages,
and rising inequality, all of which affect how Iranians perceive their inclusion in the national project
(Akhavan Kazemi & Qaemi, 2022).

The perception of exclusion becomes especially pronounced among Iranian youth, who face
disproportionate unemployment and economic precarity despite relatively high education levels. This
group’s disillusionment with national identity is exacerbated by rising urban living costs, housing crises,
and inflated basic commodity prices. Moreover, systemic obstacles to social mobility—such as
clientelism, lack of meritocracy, and ideological vetting for public sector employment—fuel discontent
across ethnic and socio-economic lines (Ahmadi, 2011). Regional disparities in development are not merely
accidental but are entrenched through centralized decision-making and uneven investment patterns
(Kavyani Rad, 2010). For example, provinces like Tehran, Isfahan, and Yazd enjoy better infrastructure,
health services, and educational facilities than peripheral provinces, many of which are predominantly
non-Persian in ethnic composition (Amiri et al., 2020). Consequently, national identity becomes contested
terrain, with marginalized populations seeking alternative identity anchors—whether ethnic, tribal, or
religious—that they perceive as more authentic or responsive to their needs.

Despite these challenges, national identity in Iran remains a resilient construct, rooted in a
historical consciousness that spans millennia. It has absorbed elements of Zoroastrian, Islamic, and
modernist discourses to remain relevant across eras (Ahmadi, 2003; Smith, 2000). However, resilience
should not be mistaken for immunity. When material deprivation and exclusionary policies persist, even
the most deeply rooted identities can weaken. The failure of the Islamic Republic to operationalize
inclusive social policy has created a dangerous disconnect between the state's ideological identity project
and the lived experiences of its citizens (Ahmadi, 2011). In such a context, national identity loses its
integrative power and becomes a site of contestation and resentment. As several scholars argue, justice,
both distributive and procedural, is not only a normative ideal but also a functional prerequisite for social
cohesion and political stability (Beland & Lecoures, 2008; Karimi Malah, 2014). Therefore, comprehensive
and equitable social policymaking is not merely a policy preference—it is a national imperative.

To restore and reinforce Iranian national identity, a multi-pronged approach is required—one that
integrates effective social policy with cultural recognition, economic inclusion, and political
responsiveness. Priority should be given to underdeveloped regions, with transparent criteria for resource
allocation that reflect actual needs rather than political loyalty or demographic centrality. Investments in
health, education, employment, and housing must be distributed equitably, alongside efforts to eliminate
discriminatory practices in public sector hiring and social service delivery. Equally important is the need
for sustained evaluation of policy outcomes, participatory governance mechanisms, and responsiveness to
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feedback from all sectors of society. By implementing such reforms, the Islamic Republic can rebuild
trust, reduce perceptions of ethnic and regional marginalization, and renew citizens’ sense of belonging.
Ultimately, national identity must be a lived experience, not merely a political slogan, and its
reinforcement hinges on the state’s ability to deliver tangible improvements to people’s lives across the
entire national territory.
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