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Abstract This study investigates the ideological concepts in learning English
and Arabic as foreign languages from the perspective of parents in Iran. Using
semi-structured interviews with 50 parents of middle school students in Tehran,
the study explores their attitudes toward these languages. Findings reveal that
rrr nnts’ ii wwllll  ihh ss sseett ial for thiir hhildr"' s fttrre cccees.. yyyy yye
English as a bridge to the world and for better opportunities. In contrast, Arabic
is valued primarily for religious and cultural reasons, particularly for reading
the Quran, with limited practical relevance. Some parents expressed reluctance
toward Arabic due to historical tensions with Arab countries. The study
highlights how power, globalization, with English prioritized for global success
and Arabic confined to religious purposes. These differences reflect the
influence of cultural, political, and religious ideologies on language learning
attitudes. The findings can guide educational policymakers in designing
curricula that align with parental expectations.
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1. Introduction
n the globalized landscape of the 21st century, parental language

I ideologies play a decisive role in shaping educational pathways and

linguistic markets. Recent scholarship on language ideology (Block,
2018; Piller & Gerber, 2021) underscores how these attitudes are not formed
in a vacuum but are deeply embedded within complex sociopolitical contexts,
reflecting broader struggles over identity, power, and capital. Nowhere is this
more evident than in Iran, where learning foreign languages is a charged
endeavor, situated at the crossroads of global engagement and religious-
national tradition.

English as the paramount global lingua franca and Arabic as the sacred
language of Islam carry profoundly distinct forms of cultural capital
(Bourdieu, 1991), making parental choices a rich site for investigating
competing values.

This study builds upon Bourdieu's (1986) theory of cultural reproduction
and Phillipson's (1992) concept of linguistic imperialism to examine how
Iranian parents negotiate these tensions. It addresses critical gaps by focusing
on the ideological positioning of English in Iran, by investigating how
historical and political tensions mediate attitudes towards Arabic, moving
beyond purely religious readings, and by centering parental voices as crucial
agents in educational decision-making, a perspective often overlooked
despite its significant impact (Kiany et al., 2021). Consequently, this research
aims to provide a nuanced understanding of how macro-level sociopolitical
structures and global power dynamics manifest in and are negotiated through
the micro-level, everyday language choices of families in Tehran. It will
contribute to broader discussions on linguistic globalization and identity
formation (Darvin & Norton, 2021).

2. Method

This qualitative study used a phenomenological design to conduct an in-depth
investigation into the belief systems of Iranian parents. It employed a
heterogeneous sampling strategy across four socioeconomically diverse
districts of Tehran to ensure a wide spectrum of participant’” socioeconomic
statuses, ages (33-55), and educational attainment (from high school diplomas
to PhDs). Sampling ceased at theoretical saturation, when interviews
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produced no new themes and all key demographic viewpoints were
encompassed. Data was collected through 45-minute, in-depth, semi-
structured interviews in Persian, following ethical protocols of informed
consent and confidentiality. The interview guide explored four main domains:
1) the perceived necessity of language learning, 2) motivational drivers, 3)
pedagogical preferences, and 4) socio-political influences on language
attitudes.

The semi-structured format balanced consistency with flexibility to pursue
emerging themes. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed
verbatim to ensure accuracy. Data analysis followed Lindlof's thematic
analysis framework through a rigorous five-phase process.

Familiarization: Immersive, repeated reading of transcripts;

Initial Coding: Line-by-line annotation to identify key concepts and

patterns;

Theme Development: Grouping codes into initial thematic

categories;

Theme Refinement: Iterative review and interpretation through a

Bourdieusian lens (capital, habitus, field);

Finalization: Peer debriefing to validate findings and mitigate bias.
This systematic analysis revealed both explicit narratives and implicit
ideologies, enabling a theoretically grounded interpretation of how parents
conceptualize English and Arabic learning nnlra’’ s sociopolitical context.

3. Results

This study revealed a complex contrast in parental ideologies towards English
and Arabic, which can be conceptualized through three dominant patterns.
Firstly, parents overwhelmingly perceived English as an indispensable and
highly convertible form of cultural capital, consistently framing it as "the key
to global opportunities™. Its value was seen as directly transferable into socio-
economic advancement. This perception was broken down into several key
functions: a) its role as a vital global communicative tool for media
consumption, travel, and building international networks; b) its unparalleled
utility for social mobility, deemed essential for entry into top-tier universities
and the contemporary job market; and c) its function as a source of identity
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and symbolic capital, where proficiency fosters self-confidence, enhances
social prestige, and commands respect. Parents expressed a range of desires
for proficiency, from a maximalist view aiming for native-like mastery for
global competition to a more pragmatic view focused on specific professional
needs. Pedagogically, American English was strongly preferred for its
perceived simplicity, neutrality, and prevalence in media. Opinions on native-
speaking teachers were divided between those who valued authentic
pronunciation and cultural exposure and those who believed Iranian teachers
better eeee dddddddddd *’*’’’”’” needs, with cost being a significant
mitigating factor.

In direct opposition, Arabic was primarily compartmentalized as a
specialized religious capital. Parents almost universally recognized its
essentiality for religious practice (understanding the Quran, performing
prayers) but rarely viewed it as a living language for everyday communication
or professional advancement. This restricted valuation was influenced by a
perceived lack of global use, its specific religious role, and widespread
dissatisfaction with its non-communicative, grammar-focused teaching in the
Iranian school system. For most, investing time in English was a more
prag’>”’> ’cccce rrr hlerr clll eee’” s future. While a small minority of more
educated parents acknowledged Arabic’s broader cultural significance in
Islamic civilization, the dominant narrative confined to the religious sphere.
Consequently, Arabic lacks the "institutionalized capital” (e.g., valuable
certificates) that English possesses in Iran.

Thirdly, the analysis revealed significant generational and educational
schisms in language attitudes. Older parents often emphasized historical-
political contexts, with some associating Arabic with the trauma of the Iran-
Irag War, while younger, urban, and highly educated parents prioritized
functionality and exhibited more pragmatic, nuanced orientations. This
divergence sssss sss an iiii **’’”’” s habitus mediates global influences
within local contexts. English was consistently described by such adjectives
as "fluid" and "universal,"” whereas Arabic was seen as "textually rich" but
’static”, highlighting how sociopolitical factors fundamentally mediate
linguistic hierarchies (Phillipson, 1992; Pennycook, 2021).
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4. Discussion and Conclusion

This study reveals Iran's linguistic field as a contested arena where global,
religious-nationalist, and historical forces converge. It shows a struggle
between the global prestige of English (Phillipson, 1992), the religious
valorization of Arabic (Sadeghi & Sahragard, 2020), and the enduring weight
of historical memory (Balibar, 1991) in shaping language perceptions.

The languages assume distinct forms of capital in this field (Bourdieu,
1986). English operates as institutionalized cultural capital, a gateway to
socio-economic advancement, whose dominance exemplifies the symbolic
violence inherent in linguistic markets, where its superiority is often taken for
granted. Arabic, by contrast, is compartmentalized primarily as religious
capital. Its value for secular communication is limited by political history,
constraining its potential use.

The findings challenge monolithic depictions of Iranian language attitudes
by revealing significant generational and class-based schisms. Younger,
urban, and highly educated parents expressed more nuanced, pragmatic
orientations, whereas older generations frequently echoed official nationalist
or religious discourses. This divergence emphasizes how habitus (the
internalized social disposition of individuals) mediates global influences in
local contexts.

These findings offer three primary theoretical contributions:
1) They extend Bourdieu's theory of capital by applying it to the
unique socio-linguistic dynamics of modern Iran;
2) They complicate Phillipson's linguistic imperialism by revealing
how local agency and resistance fragment the influence of global
English;
3) They advance Balibar's (1991) work on historical trauma by
illustrating its concrete impact on contemporary language
ideologies.
From a practical standpoint, this research suggests that effective language
policy must:
A) Bridge the curricular divide by developing Arabic pedagogy
that enhances its communicative and secular utility alongside its
religious value;
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B) Reform teacher training to address implicit biases and equip

educators to navigate this ideologically charged terrain;

C) Develop nuanced policy frameworks that acknowledge the

complex, competing roles these languages play in Iranian society.
Finally, the limitations of this study suggest future research should adopt
longitudinal and geographically diverse approaches to track evolving
language ideologies.
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