Political Spatial Planning
1(4): 26-59, Fall 2025

DOI: 10.48311/psp.2025.114330.0

The Impact of Ethnic Identity Representation in the 2024
Iranian Presidential Election: A Case Study of Ardabil, East
Azerbaijan, West Azerbaijan, and Kurdistan

Elaheh Sadeghi * 1 Kosar Talashi?

1. Assistant Professor, Department of Political Science, Tarbiat Modares University, Tehran, Iran
2. Ph.D. Candidate in Political Science, Faculty of Law and Political Science, University of
Mazandaran, Babolsar, Iran

Received: 2025-05-05 Accepted: 2025-11-15

Extended Abstract

Introduction

The Westphalian order, which positioned nation-states as the central actors in global
politics, laid the groundwork for profound transformations in governance structures and
the shift from traditional to modern societal systems. As this transformation unfolded,
concepts such as national sovereignty, political participation, and electoral systems
gained prominence. Within this context, elections emerged as one of the most
fundamental democratic mechanisms, playing a pivotal role in the political architecture
of modern states. Elections not only provide a means for the expression of public will
but also function as an arena for representing a society’s social and political diversity.
The democratic essence of elections underscores the decisive influence of social and
cultural factors—including ethnic identities—in shaping voter behavior. In many
societies, ethnic identity is deeply intertwined with social and political structures;
therefore, ethnic interactions and the geographical distribution of ethnic groups directly
affect voting patterns. This dynamic was evident in Iran’s fourteenth presidential
election, held in two rounds. In the runoff, Masoud Pezeshkian secured the presidency
with approximately 16 million votes, surpassing Saeed Jalili. His electoral strength was
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particularly pronounced in the northwestern and western provinces of Ardabil, East
Azerbaijan, West Azerbaijan, and Kurdistan, where significant Azeri and Kurdish
populations reside. The present study seeks to analyze the role of Azeri and Kurdish
ethnic groups in shaping Pezeshkian’s substantial vote share in the Azeri-speaking and
Kurdish provinces during the second round of Iran’s 2024 presidential election.

Methodology

This research employed a quantitative approach and utilized content analysis—a non-
interventionist method that systematically examines textual units rather than relying on
direct questioning techniques. The data consisted of media representations of campaign
speeches delivered by Saeed Jalili and Masoud Pezeshkian during their provincial visits
to Ardabil, East Azerbaijan, West Azerbaijan, and Kurdistan. These speeches were
disseminated through both print and digital media, including Etemad and Resalat
newspapers as well as local news websites. The period of analysis extended from the
beginning of the second round of the fourteenth presidential election (2024) until the
end of the official campaign period. Ethnic slogans were analyzed through the
conceptual lens of “recognition,” operationalized in three dimensions: addressing
inequality and injustice, demonstrating respect toward marginalized ethnic groups, and
removing obstacles to recognition. In addition, indicators of ethnic affiliation—such as
associating candidates with particular ethnic groups, wearing local attire, and speaking
in the mother tongue—were examined. To measure recognition, the total frequency of
statements related to its three dimensions was calculated, yielding 41 instances across
both candidates. Each candidate’s percentage score was obtained by dividing their
individual frequency by the total and multiplying the result by 100. While each
dimension was evaluated separately, the final stage aggregated them into a composite
variable of recognition. For ethnic affiliation, the three operational indicators were
likewise measured by frequency of occurrence, and percentage scores were calculated
for each candidate.

Findings and discussion

The analysis of electoral data from Ardabil, East Azerbaijan, West Azerbaijan, and
Kurdistan indicates that Masoud Pezeshkian secured overwhelming majorities in
provinces with substantial Azeri and Kurdish populations, whereas Saeed Jalili—despite
employing certain ethnic-oriented slogans—failed to attract significant support. This
contrast demonstrates that ethnic slogans alone were insufficient to mobilize voters;
rather, what proved decisive was the authentic representation of ethnic belonging.
Pezeshkian’s use of local languages, traditional attire, and references to regional identity
cultivated trust and solidarity among voters, while Jalili lacked comparable cultural or
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identity-based connections. The findings further show that voting behavior in these
provinces exhibited a predominantly collective, rather than individual, character. Family
ties, community networks, and local forms of solidarity played a central role in shaping
electoral decisions, consistent with the Columbia School’s emphasis on the social
environment in voting behavior. Tajfel’s Social Identity Theory is also reflected in the
tendency of ethnic voters to support candidates who share their group identity. In
addition, Honneth’s theory of recognition helps explain why marginalized groups were
more inclined to support a candidate who acknowledged their lived experiences and
sought to validate their social status. Overall, the study demonstrates that Pezeshkian’s
victory resulted from the interplay among ethnic affiliation, social trust, and effective
representation of cultural and historical demands. Voters gravitated toward a candidate
who not only referenced ethnic identity but also embodied their collective experiences
and sense of belonging. These findings confirm that in multi-ethnic societies, electoral
behavior is shaped less by abstract political programs and more by collective identities
and authentic representation.

Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that in multi-ethnic societies such as Iran, voting is
not merely an individual or momentary act but reflects the social, cultural, and historical
capital of ethnic groups. The analysis shows that ethnic affiliation plays a more decisive
role than ethnic slogans in determining candidates’ electoral performance. Masoud
Pezeshkian, through his use of local languages, traditional attire, regional references,
and long-standing presence in the region, was able to secure greater electoral trust in
Azeri-speaking and Kurdish provinces. In contrast, Saeed Jalili, lacking ethnic
affiliation, was unable to gain substantial support in these areas. The analyses, grounded
in electoral geography, social identity theory, recognition theory, and the Columbia
School, reveal that ethnic voting behavior is shaped primarily through social networks,
families, ethnic communities, and reference groups. The representation of ethnic identity
by candidates can therefore function as a mechanism for strengthening political trust. At
the same time, excessive emphasis on ethnic identity without a cohesive national
framework risk deepening social divides and weakening intercultural social capital.
Thus, a desirable political approach in multi-ethnic contexts should be grounded in
inclusive, justice-oriented participation.

Keywords: Ethnicity, Electoral Behavior, Masoud Pezeshkian, Saeed Jalili, Presidential
Election, Iran
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