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Introduction
This book examines the politics of ethnic minorities in Iran through a focused study of
Kurdish, Baluch, Azeri, and Arab communities. It offers both historical background and
contemporary analysis of how identities are formed, articulated, and governed within
a complex, multiethnic state. By tracing trajectories of mobilization and the state’s
evolving integration policies, the volume situates local experiences within regional and
global transformations—from imperial frontiers and nation-building to late–20th
century centralization, economic restructuring, and today’s digitally networked
activism.

Our approach is comparative and interdisciplinary. We draw on political science,
history, sociology, and anthropology to understand how grievances emerge from
structures of power and distribution, how they are framed by elites and grassroots
actors, and how they translate into claims for recognition, rights, and—at
times—autonomy. Concepts such as center–periphery relations, borderland political
economy, and contentious politics guide the analysis, while attention to language
policy, religion, and media helps reveal the everyday textures of belonging and
exclusion.

The Kurdish chapters explore patterns of organization and repertoires of contention
from the mid-20th century to the present, situating cycles of protest and negotiation
within shifting security paradigms and regional geopolitics. We examine how cultural
expression, education, and local governance intersect with development and public
order agendas, and how these intersections shape perceptions of justice, opportunity,
and dignity among diverse Kurdish constituencies. Rather than treating “the Kurds” as
monolithic, we highlight internal pluralism—rural and urban, religious and secular,
partisan and independent.

Turning to Sistan and Baluchestan, we analyze how frontier dynamics and cross-
border ties have influenced state-building, policing, and development initiatives.
Debates over underinvestment, security operations, and representation are placed
alongside discussions of sectarian difference, tribal authority, and the changing
aspirations of youth. We consider how cycles of violence and counter-violence can
harden identities, and how alternative models—centered on inclusive services,
accountable governance, and economic connectivity—might better address long-
standing grievances.

Azeri politics offers a different lens on minority–state relations. Here we assess the
paradox of deep integration—demographic weight, urbanization, and participation in
national institutions—coexisting with durable claims around language, cultural
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production, and regional development. By examining education policy, media
ecosystems, and the political economy of major cities, we trace how integration can
both alleviate and generate new forms of contestation over recognition, equity, and
voice.

In Khuzestan, the experience of Iran’s Arab communities brings questions of resource
governance, environmental stress, and cultural rights to the fore. The region’s oil
economy, water management, and industrialization have shaped social stratification
and patterns of protest, while cultural policies and local security responses have
influenced identity politics and intercommunal relations. We explore how ecological
degradation and displacement intersect with identity-based claims, creating layered
grievances that demand cross-sectoral solutions.

Throughout the book, we engage the roles of parties, militias, civil society
organizations, and diasporas in articulating and amplifying claims. Human rights
frameworks, international advocacy, and transnational media are assessed both as
protective tools and as fields of strategic contestation. Gender runs as a cross-cutting
theme: women and youth are not merely participants but agenda-setters whose
activism reframes community priorities and broadens the meaning of autonomy and
inclusion.

The concluding chapters synthesize these strands to evaluate state integration
policies—developmental, security-oriented, and co-optative—and to map plausible
futures. Rather than prescribing a single blueprint, we compare models of
decentralization, cultural rights, and participatory governance, highlighting trade-offs
and context-specific pathways. The goal is pragmatic and scholarly: to provide human
rights researchers, policy practitioners, and regional specialists with rigorous analysis,
historically grounded context, and empirically informed options for advancing
pluralism, equity, and stability in a diverse Iran.
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CHAPTER ONE: Mapping Iran’s Ethnic Mosaic:
Concepts and Methods
Iran, often perceived monolithically from afar, is in reality a vibrant tapestry of ethnic
and linguistic diversity. While Persians constitute the majority, making up
approximately 61% of the population, a significant portion of the country's nearly 90
million inhabitants identify with various other ethnic groups. This rich mosaic forms
the bedrock of our investigation into minority politics. Among these groups, Azeris
represent the largest minority, accounting for roughly 16% to 18% of the population,
although some estimates place this figure considerably higher. Kurds comprise about
10% of Iran’s population, while Baluch and Arabs each account for approximately 2%.
Other communities, such as the Lurs, Turkmen, and Gilakis and Mazandaranis,
contribute to the country's multifaceted demographic landscape.

Understanding this ethnic distribution is crucial, as is recognizing that these aren't
merely statistical categories but living communities with distinct histories, languages,
and cultural practices. The Azeris, predominantly Shia Muslims like the Persians, are
largely concentrated in the northwestern provinces. Many have also settled in central
Iran, particularly in cities like Tehran, Qom, and Karaj, contributing significantly to
urban and industrial labor, commerce, and intellectual spheres. Kurds primarily inhabit
the northwestern regions bordering Iraq and Turkey, an area they often refer to as
Rojhelat, or Eastern Kurdistan. While most Iranian Kurds are Sunni Muslims, there are
also Shia Kurds, particularly among the Feyli Kurds in Kermanshah and Ilam provinces,
and the Kurds of Khorasan in northeastern Iran.

The Baluch people, primarily Sunni Muslims, reside in the southeastern province of
Sistan and Baluchestan, a region known for its remote and often isolated character.
They also have significant populations in neighboring Pakistan and Afghanistan,
reflecting a broader regional presence. Historically, many Baluch were semi-nomadic
or nomadic, though settled agricultural life is becoming more common. Iran's Arab
communities are mainly concentrated in the oil-rich southwestern province of
Khuzestan, though smaller communities exist elsewhere. While many Iranian Arabs
are Shia Muslims, some Sunni Arab communities are found in coastal regions. This
brief overview merely scratches the surface, but it highlights the critical need to delve
deeper into the specific contexts of each group.

When we speak of "minority politics," we are essentially examining the interplay of
power, identity, and claims within a state where certain ethnic, religious, or linguistic
groups are non-dominant. Minority rights, in essence, extend individual human rights
to members of these groups, and can also encompass collective rights. These rights
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are designed to ensure the protection of existence, freedom from discrimination and
persecution, the promotion of identity, and participation in political life. They are not
merely about the absence of discrimination but often involve positive, group-specific
measures such as language rights, cultural autonomy, or guaranteed political
representation. The concept is particularly vital in democracies to prevent the
potential "tyranny of the majority," ensuring that the interests and identities of non-
dominant groups are respected and preserved.

The very definition of "minority" in this context is nuanced. It doesn't strictly refer to a
numerical disadvantage, but rather to a non-dominant status within a society, often
accompanied by a history of exploitation or marginalization. Therefore, our study of
Kurdish, Baluch, Azeri, and Arab communities will explore how these groups, despite
their diverse sizes and levels of integration, navigate their positions relative to the
Persian-dominated state. This involves understanding the legal frameworks, or lack
thereof, that pertain to their rights, as well as the practical realities of their daily lives.

One crucial theoretical lens through which we approach this study is the concept of
"center-periphery relations." This framework helps us analyze the hierarchical
relationships and power differentials that exist within a country, particularly between
an advanced "core" and less developed "periphery." In the context of Iran, the
"center" can be understood as the state apparatus and the dominant Persian culture,
often associated with major urban centers and the concentration of political and
economic power. The "periphery" then refers to the regions predominantly inhabited
by ethnic minorities, which frequently experience economic underdevelopment,
limited access to resources, and reduced political influence.

This model is not just about geographical distance but also about structural
inequalities. The center, in this view, often shapes the economic and political
structures of the periphery to serve its own interests, leading to an asymmetric
dependency. This can manifest in various ways, from uneven investment in
infrastructure and services to policies that favor the dominant language and culture,
potentially marginalizing minority languages and cultural expressions. For instance,
while Iran's constitution allows for the use of regional languages in the press, mass
media, and the teaching of their literature in schools, Persian remains the sole official
language for schooling and all official government communications. This inherent
linguistic hierarchy, despite constitutional provisions, can reinforce the center's
dominance.

Another significant concept guiding our analysis is "autonomy demands." These
demands, which emanate from minority groups, can range from greater cultural and
linguistic rights to various forms of territorial self-governance. The desire for autonomy
often arises from a perception of grievances, such as discrimination, political
exclusion, economic disparity, or the suppression of cultural identity. These grievances
are not simply spontaneous outbursts but are often shaped by historical injustices,
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contemporary policies, and the evolving political landscape. Understanding the
specific nature of these grievances for each community – Kurds, Baluch, Azeris, and
Arabs – is paramount to comprehending their demands for greater autonomy.

The concept of "state integration policies" provides the other side of this analytical
coin. These are the various strategies employed by the central government to manage
and incorporate ethnic minorities into the broader national fabric. Such policies can be
multifaceted, encompassing economic development initiatives, security measures, and
cultural co-optation strategies. For example, states might invest in infrastructure
projects in minority-inhabited regions, ostensibly to foster development, but
sometimes with underlying security objectives or a desire to consolidate central
control. Similarly, cultural policies might promote a unified national identity while
subtly or overtly marginalizing minority cultural expressions.

Crucially, state integration policies are rarely static. They evolve in response to
internal and external pressures, changing geopolitical realities, and the level of
mobilization among minority groups. A key aspect of our study will be to examine the
historical trajectory of these policies in Iran, from the Pahlavi dynasty's efforts to
establish a centralized nation-state with Persian as the sole official language to the
Islamic Republic's more recent, albeit often inconsistent, approaches. Analyzing these
policies requires a critical eye, looking beyond stated intentions to understand their
actual impact on minority communities.

The study also delves into the dynamics of "political movements" and "mobilization."
Political movements are collective attempts by groups of people to change
government policy or social values, often in opposition to the status quo and
associated with specific ideologies. The emergence of these movements is not solely a
product of grievances; rather, it often depends on strategic organization, the
availability of resources, and opportune political circumstances. We will explore how
Kurdish, Baluch, Azeri, and Arab communities have mobilized over time, examining the
factors that have enabled or constrained their collective action. This includes looking
at internal organizational structures, access to resources, and the broader political
opportunities that have presented themselves.

Moreover, "identity formation" is a central theme. Ethnic and national identities are
not fixed or primordial but are dynamic constructs shaped by historical narratives,
cultural practices, language, religion, and interactions with the state and other groups.
For instance, while the Iranian state often promotes a singular "Iranian" identity,
minority groups simultaneously nurture their distinct ethnic identities, sometimes in a
complementary fashion, and sometimes in opposition to the dominant narrative. This
constant negotiation and contestation over identity are fundamental to understanding
minority politics in Iran.

In a multiethnic state like Iran, language policy plays a significant role in identity
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formation and can be a source of both integration and grievance. While Persian is the
official language and mandated for official communications and schooling, the
constitution also acknowledges and permits the use of minority languages in media
and for teaching minority-language literature. However, the actual implementation of
these provisions and the extent to which minority languages are supported in
education and public life remain crucial points of contention.

Finally, our methodology is inherently interdisciplinary, drawing on insights from
political science, history, sociology, and anthropology. This multi-pronged approach
allows us to examine the structural factors that generate grievances, the ways in
which these grievances are articulated by various actors, and the political processes
through which they are translated into demands. We will also pay close attention to
the role of "contentious politics," which refers to the episodic, public, and collective
making of claims that bear on the interests of at least one other party. This framework
helps us analyze the protests, demonstrations, and other forms of collective action
undertaken by minority groups, as well as the state's responses. By integrating these
concepts, we aim to provide a comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the
complex landscape of Kurdish, Baluch, and other minority politics in Iran.
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