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Abstract

Over the past two decades, the academic literature on ethnicity in Iran has become a ma-
jor field of inquiry across sociology, political science, history, and cultural studies. De-
spite this growing body of scholarship, little attention has been paid to the literature itself
as an object of critical inquiry or to how ethnicity has been constituted as an object of
knowledge within Iranian academic literature. Adopting a critical paradigm, this study
employs a critical qualitative literature review to examine 52 Persian-language scholarly
articles on ethnicity published between 2001 and 2025. The analysis draws on Michel
Foucault's conceptual framework, as developed through Mitchell Dean’s interpretation,
and is organized around two analytical dimensions: problematization and governmental-
ity. The findings show that, most studies operate within a shared regime of problemati-
zation in which ethnicity is primarily understood through the lenses of national security,
development, national cohesion, and the management of social difference. Furthermore,
the literature mobilizes security, developmental, and integrative governmental rational-
ities and employs technologies of knowledge—including identity measurement, popu-
lation classification, and policy-oriented analysis—to transform ethnicity into an object
of knowledge, regulation, and intervention. The article argues that the Iranian academ-
ic literature on ethnicity is not merely a reflection of ethnic realities but also an active
participant in producing and stabilizing regimes of knowledge and governmentality sur-
rounding ethnicity.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Ethnicity has long occupied a central position in the social sciences as one of the most
contested categories for understanding identity, social cohesion, and political order.
In the Iranian context, academic interest in ethnicity has expanded considerably over
the past two decades, producing a substantial body of literature across sociology, po—-
litical science, history, anthropology, and cultural studies. These studies have gen-
erated valuable insights into the causes, manifestations, and consequences of ethnic
diversity by examining issues such as ethnic identity, nationalism, regional inequal-
ity, political participation, cultural rights, and state-society relations. Despite their
diversity, however, the overwhelming majority of this scholarship shares a common
analytical assumption: ethnicity is treated as an already existing social reality whose
causes, characteristics, or consequences require explanation.

This assumption leaves an important question largely unexplored: How has ethnicity
itself become an object of academic knowledge, political concern, and governmental
intervention? Rather than asking what ethnicity is or why ethnic issues emerge, the
present study shifts the analytical focus to the historical and epistemological condi-
tions through which ethnicity has been constituted as a legitimate object of inquiry
within Iranian academic discourse. In doing so, it departs from conventional ap-
proaches that regard academic literature as a neutral reflection of social reality and
instead conceptualizes scholarly knowledge as an active site in which social prob-
lems are defined, categorized, and rendered intelligible.

The study is theoretically informed by Michel Foucault's concepts of problemati-
zation, governmentality, and the history of the present, complemented by Mitchell
Dean's analytical framework of governmental rationalities and technologies. From
this perspective, academic texts are understood not merely as descriptive accounts
but as discursive practices that participate in constructing particular ways of seeing,
classifying, and governing ethnicity. Against this background, the article offers a
critical re-reading of Persian-language academic literature on ethnicity in Iran pub-
lished between 2001 and 2025. It seeks to identify the dominant modes through
which ethnicity has been problematized, the governmental rationalities embedded
within these representations.

2. Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative critical literature review to examine how ethnicity has
been constructed as an object of knowledge within Iranian academic discourse, rath—
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er than to evaluate the empirical validity of existing studies. Drawing on the meth-
odological principles of critical review, the research treats academic publications
as discursive sites where social problems are defined, conceptualized, and rendered
governable. The analytical framework is informed by Michel Foucault's concepts
of problematization, governmentality, and the history of the present, together with
Mitchell Dean's interpretation of governmental rationalities and technologies.

The corpus consists of 52 Persian-language peer-reviewed journal articles pub-
lished between 2001 and 2025, retrieved through a systematic search of major Ira-
nian academic databases, including SID, Magiran, NoorMags, and Ensani.ir. Ar-
ticles were selected through purposive, criterion-based sampling according to four
inclusion criteria: (1) a direct focus on ethnicity or ethnic identity in Iran; (2) publi-
cation in peer-reviewed academic journals; (3) full-text accessibility; and (4) suffi-
cient conceptual coherence for critical analysis.

The selected texts were examined through an interpretive reading organized around
three interrelated analytical dimensions: (1) the ways in which ethnicity is prob-
lematized; (2) the governmental rationalities, technologies, and implicit forms of
subjectification embedded in academic representations; and (3) the extent to which
the literature historicizes the emergence of ethnicity as a social and political prob-
lem. Rather than synthesizing empirical findings, the analysis seeks to identify the
dominant epistemic patterns and discursive assumptions through which ethnicity is
rendered intelligible, knowable, and governable within contemporary Iranian aca-
demic knowledge.

3. Findings

The analysis reveals that the Iranian academic literature on ethnicity is organized
around a limited number of dominant problematizations through which ethnicity is
rendered intelligible and governable. Across diverse disciplinary perspectives, eth-
nicity is rarely conceptualized as a historically contingent social construct; instead, it
is predominantly framed as a matter of national integration, security, regional devel-
opment, cultural identity, and social cohesion. In this sense, ethnicity is constituted
less as an autonomous field of inquiry than as a phenomenon whose significance de-
rives from its relationship to the stability and governance of the nation-state.

A second major finding concerns the governmental rationalities embedded within
the literature. Although the reviewed studies employ different theoretical approach-
es and empirical methods, they largely share state-centred and policy-oriented as-
sumptions. Ethnicity is frequently represented as a measurable, manageable, and
governable category through techniques such as identity measurement, population
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classification, comparative regional analysis, and policy evaluation. These analyti-
cal practices implicitly construct subjects as citizens whose ethnic differences should
be integrated, regulated, or accommodated within broader national frameworks,
thereby reproducing governmental forms of knowledge rather than merely describ-
ing social realities.

Overall, the findings suggest that Iranian academic scholarship has contributed not
only to the study of ethnicity but also to the production and stabilization of a par-
ticular epistemic regime through which ethnicity becomes visible, intelligible, and
governable.

4. Conclusion

This study has argued that the dominant body of Iranian academic literature on eth-
nicity does more than describe or explain ethnic diversity; it actively contributes to
constructing ethnicity as a particular object of knowledge and governance. By mov-
ing beyond conventional questions concerning the causes, consequences, or charac-
teristics of ethnic identities, the study has demonstrated that the more fundamental
issue lies in understanding how ethnicity itself has been rendered visible, intelli-
gible, and governable within academic discourse. From this perspective, scholarly
knowledge cannot be regarded as a neutral representation of social reality but should
instead be understood as a productive force that participates in defining social prob-
lems, legitimizing particular modes of intervention.

Consequently, ethnicity is repeatedly represented as a category that can be classified,
measured, managed, and regulated through expert knowledge and policy interven-
tions. These recurrent patterns reveal the existence of an underlying epistemic re-
gime that organizes not only what can be said about ethnicity but also how ethnicity
can be known, interpreted, and governed.

By integrating the Foucauldian concepts of problematization, governmentality, this
study offers an alternative analytical framework for examining academic knowledge
itself as an object of sociological inquiry. Rather than evaluating whether previous
studies have accurately represented ethnic realities, the research investigates the
conditions under which particular representations become possible, legitimate, and
influential. In doing so, it demonstrates that academic literature is itself implicated in
broader processes of governance through which social categories are stabilized and
rendered amenable to intervention.

Keywords: Ethnicity, Problematization, Governmentality, Iran.
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