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This study explores the role of public education as a central institution of the modern state
in shaping national identity and reducing identity cleavages in multi-ethnic societies, with
specific reference to the Turkmens in Iran. It seeks to determine whether formal education
has contributed to aligning local Turkmen identity with the broader Iranian national
identity or whether it has reinforced identity boundaries. Drawing on theories of nation-
building and identity formation, the research aims to clarify the integrative capacity of
educational policies in a culturally diverse context. The research employs a qualitative
design based on document analysis and historical data. Official educational policies,
curricular materials, and statistical records were examined to trace the development of
schooling in Turkmen Sahra from traditional religious education to the Pahlavi and
Islamic Republic periods. The study analyzes literacy expansion, language policy, and the
transmission of national symbols as mechanisms of identity formation. The findings show
that public education has reduced institutional and perceptual gaps between Turkmens and
the national society by expanding literacy, promoting Persian as the language of
instruction and enabling social mobility. At the same time, Turkmen identity has not been
eliminated but reshaped into a layered and hybrid form combining local and national
elements. Public education appears to be a necessary condition for national integration;
however, sustainable cohesion requires complementary multicultural policies that

recognize local identities alongside national unity.
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Introduction

This study examines the role of the modern educational institution in shaping national identity
and reducing identity cleavages in multi-ethnic societies, focusing on the case of Turkmens in
Iran. In plural and ethnically diverse contexts, public education functions as one of the central
instruments of the modern state in fostering social integration and constructing a shared national
narrative. The primary objective of this research is to assess whether formal public education
in Iran has succeeded in aligning the local Turkmen identity with the broader Iranian national
identity, or whether it has generated tensions and resistance. By situating the analysis within
theories of nation-building, identity formation, and state integration, the study seeks to clarify
the extent to which educational policies have contributed to narrowing institutional and
perceptual gaps between the Turkmen community and the national society.

Method

The research adopts a qualitative approach based on document analysis and historical—statistical
data. Official educational documents, curricular materials, demographic data, and historical
records were systematically analyzed to trace the expansion and transformation of public
education in Turkmen Sahra from the period of traditional and religious schooling to the Pahlavi
era and the Islamic Republic. The study employs a historical-institutional framework to
examine changes in literacy rates, language policies (particularly the promotion of the Persian
language as the official language of instruction), and the dissemination of national symbols and
historical narratives. Through comparative analysis across different political periods, the
research evaluates the institutional mechanisms through which education has influenced
identity construction and social mobility among Turkmens.

Results

The findings indicate that the expansion of public education has significantly contributed to
reducing institutional exclusion and perceptual distance between Turkmens and the broader
Iranian society. Increased literacy rates, wider access to formal schooling, and integration into
national curricula have facilitated linguistic integration, social mobility, and participation in
state structures. The teaching of the Persian language, alongside the national history and
symbols, has strengthened the sense of belonging to the Iranian nation-state. However, the
evidence also demonstrates that this process has not resulted in the erasure of Turkmen identity.
Instead, it has led to the reconfiguration of identity into a multilayered and hybrid form, in
which local, ethnic, religious, and national affiliations coexist. Thus, the educational expansion
has mainly functioned as a mechanism of identity negotiation and redefinition rather than
homogenization.

Conclusions

The study concludes that public education has served as a necessary condition for national
convergence and the mitigation of identity cleavages in Turkmen Sahra. Nevertheless,
sustainable and long-term cohesion requires complementing integrative educational policies
with multicultural approaches that recognize and legitimize local identities. While standardized
national education promotes unity and institutional integration, the acknowledgment of cultural
diversity within the educational framework enhances legitimacy, trust, and participatory
citizenship. Therefore, a balanced model that combines national integration with cultural
recognition offers the most viable pathway toward durable social solidarity in multi-ethnic
states.
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