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This study aims to examine the role of local governance patterns in shaping cultural
identity and national security in Iran, employing a historical analysis method focused
on four key periods (from the Constitutional Revolution to the present). The findings
indicate that local governance in Iran has had a dual and complex relationship with
these two components. In the realm of cultural identity, local participatory institutions
(such as Anjoman-e Baladieh and city councils) during decentralized periods (the
Constitutional Revolution and post-Islamic Revolution era) contributed to the
enhancement of cultural self-awareness and national cohesion by recognizing ethnic,
linguistic, and religious diversity. In contrast, the centralization during the reigns of
Reza Shah and Mohammad Reza Shah, by imposing a homogenized national identity
and suppressing unofficial cultural expressions, led to social alienation and the
weakening of cohesion. In the domain of national security, centralization based on
powerful security institutions (both before and after the Islamic Revolution), although
effective in creating short-term stability, led to the exacerbation of ethnic and sectarian
divides and internal instability in the long run by ignoring local demands and
perpetuating systemic discrimination. Conversely, participatory local governance
(post-revolution councils), by gaining the trust of society, helped reduce tensions,
although the influence of central institutions and resource limitations curtailed its
effectiveness. Therefore, it can be concluded that sustainable national security and
cultural cohesion in Iran are not achieved through opposition, but rather through the
overlap of an efficient central authority and responsive local governance. In other
words, the optimal governance model must historically balance territorial unity
(through necessary centralization) and the recognition of the cultural and social rights
of local communities (through decentralized participation).
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

This study examines the role of local governance patterns in shaping cultural identity and national
security in Iran through a historical analysis of four key periods: the Constitutional Revolution, the Pahlavi
era, the post-Islamic Revolution period, and contemporary times. The findings reveal a dual and complex
relationship between local governance and these two components. In the realm of cultural identity,
participatory local institutions, such as Anjoman-e Baladieh and city councils during decentralized
periods, enhanced cultural self-awareness and national cohesion by recognizing ethnic, linguistic, and
religious diversity (Hafez Nia & Veysi, 2007). Conversely, centralization under Reza Shah and Mohammad
Reza Shah imposed a homogenized national identity and suppressed unofficial cultural expressions,
leading to social alienation and weakened cohesion (Ghalibaf, 2001). The study highlights that cultural
identity in Iran thrives not through opposition but through the coexistence of local diversity within a
national framework, where decentralized governance fosters unity by respecting cultural rights (Aminian,
2007).

In the domain of national security, centralized governance, reliant on powerful security
institutions, achieved short-term stability but exacerbated ethnic and sectarian divides by ignoring local
demands and perpetuating systemic discrimination (Nwankwo et al., 2012). In contrast, participatory local
governance, such as post-revolution councils, reduced tensions by gaining societal trust, though central
institutions and resource limitations curtailed its effectiveness (Shams, 2017). The study argues that
sustainable national security requires a balance between an efficient central authority and responsive local
governance, as excessive centralization undermines long-term stability by alienating marginalized
communities (Haque, 2010). The historical analysis demonstrates that security and cohesion are best
achieved when central policies align with local justice and cultural recognition, rather than through
repression or neglect of regional identities (Globerman, 2015).

The research employs a comparative-historical methodology, analyzing institutional patterns
across Iran’s four governance eras. The Constitutional Revolution introduced decentralized structures like
local councils, which empowered communities but were later dismantled under Pahlavi centralization
(Farazmand, 2001). The post-revolution period saw a resurgence of local participation through Islamic
councils, though their autonomy remained constrained by central oversight (Rahmatollahi, 2015). The study
identifies a recurring tension between centralization and decentralization, with the latter fostering greater
cultural inclusivity and security when adequately supported (Barankay & Lockwood, 2007). Theoretical
frameworks from governance studies, such as Fukuyama’s emphasis on service delivery and Douglas’s
historical institutionalism, underscore the importance of balancing state capacity with local responsiveness
(Douglas, 1966; Fukuyama, 2011).

The findings also highlight the role of local governance in mitigating ethnic and sectarian conflicts.
For instance, participatory institutions in decentralized periods reduced tensions by addressing regional
grievances, whereas centralized regimes exacerbated divisions through discriminatory policies (Shah,
2006). The study draws parallels with global cases, such as Nigeria, where local governance failures
intensified ethnic strife (Nwankwo et al., 2012), and France, where regional autonomy strengthened national
cohesion (Johnson, 2015). In Iran, the post-revolution councils, despite limitations, provided a platform for
local voices, illustrating how participatory mechanisms can enhance security by fostering trust and
inclusivity (Tavakoliania & Shams Pouya, 2017). The analysis suggests that effective local governance
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requires financial and administrative autonomy to address community needs without excessive central
interference (Byrne, 1986).

The study concludes that Iran’s historical experience underscores the need for a hybrid governance
model combining centralized authority with decentralized participation. Such a model would preserve
territorial unity while accommodating cultural and social diversity, thereby strengthening both national
identity and security (Zargani & Ahmadi, 2019). The optimal balance involves central oversight to prevent
fragmentation and local autonomy to ensure representation, as seen in successful cases of multi-ethnic
governance (Ghazanfari, 2021). The research contributes to broader debates on governance by
demonstrating that neither pure centralization nor full decentralization is viable; instead, context-specific
hybrids are essential for stability in diverse societies (Rondinelli, 1981).

Ultimately, this study offers policy insights for Iran and similar contexts, advocating for
institutional reforms that empower local governance while maintaining national cohesion. By aligning
central policies with local needs and identities, governments can achieve sustainable security and cultural
harmony (Veysi, 2013). The historical evidence suggests that repression of diversity is counterproductive,
while inclusive governance fosters resilience against internal and external threats (Huntington, 1993).
Future research could explore the role of digital platforms in enhancing local participation and the impact
of international models on Iran’s governance evolution (Isufaj, 2014). The study’s framework provides a
valuable lens for analyzing governance challenges in other multi-ethnic states, emphasizing the interplay
of history, institutions, and identity in shaping national trajectories.
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