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Extended Abstract

Introducion: In recent years, the phenomenon of the erosion of religious and national identity has become one of
the major concerns in the cultural and educational domains of Iran. Findings from empirical studies and national
data indicate a declining trend in the sense of belonging to religious and national identity components among the
younger generation, particularly among students and adolescents. According to the Strategic Research Center of the
Presidential Office (2016), the social identity index among citizens of the city of Arak is lower than the national
average, and this city faces a form of cultural disconnection among its youth. Likewise, Khodami and Rasekhi
(2023), in a survey conducted among upper secondary school students, found that the widespread use of mass
media, extended communication networks, and reduced social trust play a significant role in weakening social
identity. Similarly, Akbari and Azizi (2007) concluded that the educational content of schools has been ineffective in
transmitting cultural and national values, leading to a decreased sense of national belonging among students.
Collectively, these findings demonstrate that the issue of identity erosion among the younger generation is not a
theoretical assumption but a reality grounded in empirical evidence that demands deeper investigation.

From a theoretical perspective, numerous analyses confirm that in the era of globalization, communication
technologies and global cultural flows have fundamentally transformed the process of identity formation across
generations. In his theory of structuration, Giddens (2007) argues that globalization, through the separation of time
and space, has weakened traditional ties and paved the way for multiple and unstable identities. Similarly, Castells
(2010), in his analysis of the network society, contends that digital media have created a “real virtual culture” that
exposes local and national identities to redefinition and fragmentation. Inglehart (2021), in his theory of cultural
change, also suggests that the shift from survival values to self-expression values leads to growing individualism and
declining commitment to collective identities. In light of these perspectives, the erosion of religious and national
identity in Iran—particularly in industrial and transitional cities such as Arak—can be interpreted as the outcome of
the interaction between two concurrent processes: the weakening of social institutions responsible for reproducing
meaning (family, school, and cultural organizations) and the increasing influence of global media networks in
representing new value systems. Given the long-standing identity challenges in Arak and the lack of attention by
formal educational structures to religious and national identity formation, this study seeks to identify the major
causes and consequences of identity erosion among students in this city.

Methods: This research employed a qualitative approach using thematic analysis. The method was selected because
of the exploratory nature of the topic and the need to gain a deep understanding of the lived experiences of experts
and educational practitioners regarding religious and national identity. The statistical population consisted of
specialists in the humanities and social sciences, as well as school principals, counselors, and moral education
instructors in Arak. Participants were selected through purposeful sampling based on the criterion of theoretical
saturation—that is, interviews continued until no new information emerged. In total, 35 in-depth semi-structured
interviews were conducted. The interview questions focused on participants’ perceptions of religious and national
identity, the factors undermining it, and the potential consequences of its erosion among students. All interviews
were recorded with informed consent and fully transcribed. Data were analyzed through thematic analysis and a
coding process following the model proposed by Strauss and Corbin (2012), which includes three stages: open
coding (identifying initial concepts from the data), axial coding (linking related concepts), and selective coding
(constructing the final model).

Results: The participants included 35 individuals: 11 experts in sociology, education, theology, psychology, and
philosophy of Islamic education; 10 school counselors; 8 principals; and 6 moral education instructors. The
qualitative analysis of the semi-structured interviews identified the causes and consequences of the erosion of
religious and national identity, which were organized into two overarching themes and sixteen organizing
subthemes. In interviews concerning the causes of identity erosion, 53 basic themes were extracted and grouped into
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nine organizing categories: borderless media and cultural disintegration; peer dominance and informal role
modeling; parental absence in identity formation; the “digital corona” and the acceleration of identity change; the
crisis of meaning in adolescence; soulless schools and identity-free education; outdated structures and formalistic
upbringing; social dissatisfaction and weakened sense of belonging; and religious disengagement and the rupture
between belief and behavior. In interviews addressing the consequences of identity erosion, 48 basic themes were
identified and classified into seven organizing categories: weakening of moral and religious boundaries; social
deviation and adolescent vulnerability; civic indifference and social isolation; consumerist and marketized identity;
emotional divergence within the family; meaninglessness and motivational exhaustion; and psychological
fragmentation and disintegration.

Discussion: From the perspective of Giddens’s (2007) structuration theory, identity is formed within the dynamic
interaction between “structure” and “agency.” The findings of this study confirm that in contemporary Iranian
society, the key structures responsible for shaping identity—namely, the family, school, and cultural institutions—
have become weakened in their capacity to reproduce meaning. These institutions not only fail to provide the
normative frameworks necessary for identity reconstruction among the younger generation but, in some cases, have
themselves become factors contributing to identity erosion. Consequently, young actors, in the absence of stable
frameworks, turn to alternative sources of meaning such as media, peer groups, and consumer culture. In line with
Castells’s (2010) concept of the network society, the study also shows that virtual space, through the creation of a
“real virtual culture,” has blurred geographical and cultural boundaries of identity. The findings reveal that
adolescents in Arak, like many of their peers in transitional societies, experience a form of identity multiplicity—
they simultaneously inhabit the local spaces of school and family and the transnational spaces of global media. This
coexistence of divergent identity fields produces inconsistencies in their beliefs, values, and lifestyles.

The final analysis indicates that the erosion of religious and national identity among adolescents is not merely a
result of media influence or educational weakness, but rather a reflection of the broader rupture between the
institutions that produce meaning (family, school, and cultural systems) and the lived experiences of the younger
generation. In the absence of genuine dialogue between generations and institutions, young people seek meaning in
alternative arenas that do not necessarily reflect local or religious values. If left unaddressed, this situation may lead
to a collective identity crisis at the societal level. Ultimately, the study concludes that the reconstruction of religious
and national identity depends on reviving dialogue between generations and social institutions, and redefining the
educational system as an institution for “the production of meaning.” This transformation requires a shift from
memory-based instruction toward meaning-oriented education, enabling the next generation to navigate a pluralistic
world with a clear sense of who they are and where they belong.
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