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Abstract

Ethnic identity, as one of the fundamental dimensions of social identity,
plays a decisive role in shaping individuals' sense of belonging and cultural
agency. Given the growing concerns about the forgetting of Gilaki identity
among the younger generation, exploring the dimensions of this identity and
the challenges it faces has become an undeniable necessity. The present
study aims to analyze the ethnic identity of Gilak youth and identify its
associated symbols, challenges, and strategies. This research was conducted
using a qualitative approach and the thematic analysis technique of Braun
and Clarke. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews
with 18 Gilak youth aged 18 to 29 years in the urban areas of the province,
continuing until theoretical saturation was achieved. The findings revealed
that the ethnic identity of Gilak youth is organized into four main themes,
13 sub-themes, and 64 concepts: symbols of ethnic identity; factors of
transmission or weakening of identity; identity attachments and feelings;
and strategies for preserving ethnic identity. Data analysis within the
framework of Tajfel's social identity theory indicated that the ethnic identity
of Gilak youth is a dynamic and multidimensional phenomenon that
simultaneously encompasses feelings of pride and belonging alongside
concerns about its decline. Overall, the results suggest that Gilaki identity
can be strengthened through continued intergenerational transmission and
institutional support, but in the absence of such support, it will face serious
threats.
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Extended abstract
Purpose

Focusing on young Gilaks, this study seeks to analyze the dimensions of
their ethnic identity, identify identity symbols, examine the factors that
weaken and transmit this identity, and ultimately propose strategies for its
preservation and strengthening. Such an inquiry not only contributes to a
better understanding of the current situation but also can serve as a
foundation for cultural policies that are compatible with the local context
and the needs of the younger generation. The principal purpose of this study
is therefore to analyze the ethnic identity of Gilak youth through the lens of
Tajfel's social identity theory, examining how identity changes manifest not
merely as weakening or strengthening but as a typology of strategic actions
undertaken by Gilak youth in the face of cultural homogenization pressures.
To this end, the paper pursues three questions: (1) what are the principal
symbols and dimensions of Gilak ethnic identity among the younger
generation; (2) what factors contribute to the transmission or weakening of
this identity; and (3) what strategies can be proposed for preserving and
strengthening Gilak ethnic identity in a manner consistent with both local
cultural contexts and national identity?

Design/Methodology/Approach

This study employs a qualitative method using the technique of thematic
analysis. The research data were collected through interviews. The statistical
population consists of all young Gilaks aged 18 to 29 in the urban districts
of the province. A total of 18 individuals were purposefully selected as the
research sample. Each interview lasted between 45 minutes and one hour
and was conducted with individuals within the specified age group. Data
analysis was carried out using thematic analysis—that is, an analysis based
on analytical induction, through which a typology was derived by
classifying data and identifying intra-data and inter-data patterns. To ensure
the accuracy and validity of the findings, in addition to member checking
(review by participants), the peer review technique was also employed.
Specifically, the coding process and the extraction of themes were
independently reviewed and confirmed by researchers familiar with the
thematic analysis method. Theoretically, the study draws on Tajfel's social
identity theory, which argues that the goal of in-group identification is to
achieve a positive social identity, and which identifies three main strategies
adopted by groups in response to identity-threatening situations: social
mobility, social creativity, and social competition.
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Findings

The findings revealed that the ethnic identity of Gilak youth is organized
into 4 main themes, 13 sub-themes, and 64 constituent concepts: Symbols
of Ethnic ldentity; Factors of Transmission or Weakening of Identity;
Attachments and Identity Feelings; and Strategies for Preserving Ethnic
Identity. The theme Symbols of Ethnic Identity contains four sub-themes:
the Gilaki language, local cuisine, music and rituals, and traditional clothing.
The theme Factors of Transmission or Weakening of Identity includes four
sub-themes: the key role of the family, the educational system, state media,
and globalization. Attachments and Identity Feelings comprises three sub-
themes: feelings of pride and deep belonging, concern about gradual loss
(forgetting), and experiences of discrimination. The theme Strategies for
Preserving Ethnic Identity consists of two sub-themes: individual actions
and cultural institutions. Data analysis framed within Tajfel's social identity
theory indicated that the ethnic identity of Gilak youth is a dynamic and
multidimensional phenomenon, simultaneously encompassing feelings of
pride and belonging alongside concerns about its decline. Overall, the results
suggest that Gilaki identity can be strengthened with continued
intergenerational transmission and institutional support; however, in the
absence of these, it will face serious challenges.

Research Limitations/Implications

This research has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the
qualitative nature of the research and the use of purposive sampling may
limit the generalizability of findings to all Gilak youth or to other ethnic
groups in Iran with different cultural and social contexts. Second, the sample
was confined to urban districts of Guilan province, potentially excluding the
experiences of rural youth whose identity dynamics may differ. Third, the
study's focus on the 18—29 age group, while appropriate for examining youth
identity, does not capture the perspectives of older generations who play a
key role in intergenerational transmission. Fourth, the reliance on self-
reported interview data may introduce social desirability bias. Accordingly,
it is suggested that future research conduct quantitative studies with larger
and more diverse samples to validate and generalize the proposed model,
expand the sample to include rural youth and older generations, conduct
comparative studies across different ethnic groups in Iran, and employ
longitudinal designs to examine how ethnic identity evolves over time in
response to cultural policies and social transformations.

Practical Implications

Based on the obtained results, two strategies are proposed. First, institutional
and macro-level strategies include a strategy of dignified representation in
the media, whereby a specific content production quota is allocated to Baran
TV for producing dramatic series centered on modern urban life, in which
Gilak-speaking characters are portrayed without distorted accents or
mocking stereotypes and in professional roles such as medicine,
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engineering, and university professorship; supporting the production of
podcasts and short video content by the younger generation of Gilaks on
domestic platforms, focusing on the theme of "Life in the Mother Tongue,"
and issuing an annual call for submissions to identify and nurture these
talents. This also includes a strategy of practical bilingual education in the
educational system, through pilot implementation of the "One Hour with
Gilaki" program in selected primary schools, and the development and
distribution of content packages for kindergartens. A further strategy is the
indigenous culture economy, through establishing an annual event called
"Taste and Melody of Guilan" with a competitive and entrepreneurial
approach. Second, family and community-based strategies include
establishing intergenerational workshops titled "From Grandmother to
Grandchild" in collaboration with retirement centers and the Center for the
Intellectual Development of Children, and designing games with Gilaki
themes that families can use during gatherings.

Social Implications

The findings indicate that the ethnic identity of young people in Guilan is
not a static phenomenon but rather a dynamic set of strategies for coping
with identity-threatening situations. The tension between pride and the fear
of oblivion reflects social dynamism and creativity aimed at preserving that
pride. However, experiences of discrimination and structural pressure
intensify concerns about decline and at times lead to strategies of individual
social mobility. Successful preservation and reinforcement of ethnic identity
depend on creating conditions that allow a transition from individual
strategies—namely mobility—toward collective and creative strategies.
This, in turn, requires institutional support and a redefinition of cultural
policies aimed at empowering ethnic groups to achieve a positive and
dignified social identity. At the level of overall policy, the central
recommendation is to move beyond simplistic and one-dimensional
solutions toward a comprehensive approach that addresses the cultural,
social, educational, and economic dimensions of ethnic identity
preservation.

Originality/Value

The present article not only examines well-known symbols such as language
and music but also, by employing a qualitative method and interviews,
focusing on the younger generation, and adopting a multidimensional
approach to the influencing factors, takes a step beyond previous research.
It thereby presents a vivid, dynamic, and comprehensive picture of the Gilak
ethnic identity in the contemporary era. In contrast to prior studies that have
addressed ethnic identity in general terms or through purely descriptive
frameworks, this research provides a systematic and theoretically grounded
analysis based on Tajfel's social identity theory, identifying four main
themes, thirteen sub-themes, and sixty-four constituent concepts. The
proposed comprehensive package for strengthening Gilak ethnic identity,
based on Tajfel's three strategies—reducing the need for individual social
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mobility, strengthening social creativity, and creating a platform for healthy
social competition—offers a novel contribution to the literature. Its value
accrues to cultural policymakers, educational institutions, media
organizations, researchers interested in ethnic studies and social identity,
and practitioners working with youth in culturally diverse contexts.
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