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ABSTRACT

Religion has always been one of the most controversial institutions in the social sciences and
is recognized in our country as a significant and influential institution due to its central place.
The aim of this research is to examine religious discourses in the lived experience of three
generations of citizens of Kashan. This study is qualitative and has been conducted using
grounded theory methodology. This research has drawn on the conceptual framework of
Inglehart, Bruce, and Soroush. The sample size for this research includes 28 individuals born
in the 1950s (during the Pahlavi regime), those born in the 1970s (during the revolution and
revolutionary values), and those born in the 1990s (during the consolidation and
development of the Islamic Republic). According to the findings, the religiosity of
individuals from the first group is characterized by a reference-oriented religiosity and a
definitive approach to religious issues. The religiosity of individuals from the second group
is institutional and they seek the presence of religion in all spheres of society. The core
category of religiosity for individuals from the third group is individualistic religion.
Additionally, based on the research findings, it was determined that there is not a significant
generational gap between the first and second groups, but there is a generational gap
between these two groups and the individuals from the third group, with the concept of
religiosity having changed in the new generation and adopting an individual, faith-based,
and direct approach.
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INTRODUCTION

Religion has consistently influenced its surrounding environment and
shapes social and cultural elements. In the past, religious authorities and
institutions acted merely as interpreters of issues for the people, who
organized their behaviors based on these religious structures. However, in
contemporary times, due to numerous transformations, this premise has
changed and undergone a significant shift. In the history of our land,
religion is regarded as a determining social force, and in academic circles,
Iranian society has always been recognized as a religious community
(Ghadari & Zare, 2011: 70). The history of Iranian society has always been
intertwined with religion, and many transformations and changes in Iran
have occurred within the framework of religion, which has played a
significant role in most of these social changes.

Although religion possesses traditional characteristics, it has always been
dynamic and continuously updated. Consequently, scientific examination of
religion and the sociology of religion has not ceased over the years, but has
rather continued and faced new issues in accordance with the conditions and
circumstances of time and place. Recent years have seen the emergence of a
dual approach among scholars regarding the position and role of religion
among the people. Some theorists, such as Esposito, believe that post-
revolutionary Iran has encountered challenges between Islam and
democracy. Therefore, analyzing the religious identity in such a society
across different generations is of great significance.

On the other hand, many religious intellectuals believe that religious
matters in Iranian society have undergone significant transformations in the
present century, and the public perception of religion has varied in different
periods. This variation has led to a meaningful difference between the
younger generation’s understanding of religion and that of previous
generations. Accordingly, this research aims to provide a more precise and
thorough understanding of the interpretations and narratives of three
different generations concerning their encounters with religion. It seeks to
elucidate the changes and transformations in religiosity among individuals
born in three distinct generations, each of whom has grown up in different
contexts. In fact, this study intends to examine the perspectives of
individuals born in three different decades in Iran, as each period has
reflected a different atmosphere in society, and to analyze their distinctions
based on the prevailing conditions of their respective eras.



In this study, the first generation includes those born in the 1950s who
grew up during the Pahlavi regime and within a secular political framework.
The second generation, born in the 1970s, includes those who experienced
their childhood in a secular government, but their main context of growth
coincided with the Islamic Revolution and the eight-year period of the
imposed war. During this period, the government's policy was to maximize
the role of religion in all aspects of society. The third generation includes
those born in the 1990s who grew up in the Islamic Republic.

PURPOSE

The main goal of this study is to gain a deep understanding of the
similarities and differences in religiosity among three generations: those
born in the 1950s (before the revolution and during the Pahlavi regime), the
1970s (the spiritual and value-based era of the Islamic Revolution and the
imposed war), and the 1990s (the modern era and the development trends of
the Islamic Republic). In other words, the main question of the research is:
What changes and transformations have occurred in the concept, approach,
and attitude of people born in these three decades toward the institution of
religion?

METHODOLOGY

In this research, among the qualitative methods, the grounded theory
approach was selected. Grounded theory is a systematic and qualitative
methodology aimed at producing a theory that explains a process, action, or
interaction regarding a specific real-world topic at a general conceptual
level (Creswell, 2005: 396). In other words, the grounded theory method has
the ability to transform the simple narratives of interviewees into coded data
at various semantic levels through its three coding processes and specific
categorizations, ultimately utilizing these findings as a theory related to the
subject under investigation.

Based on this sampling method, interviews were initially conducted with
representatives from all three generations in different formats. Efforts were
made to share some statements from each generation for comparison
purposes and to examine their feedback, ensuring that coding occurred
simultaneously with the interviews. A total of six interviews were
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conducted with the first group, eight interviews with the second group, and
fourteen interviews with the third group until theoretical saturation was
reached. Overall, 28 individuals were interviewed in this study.

FINDINGS

The results obtained from the interviews indicate the existence of three
distinct core phenomena among individuals of three different generations.
The topics each had a different perspective on religion, despite their
differences and similarities.

Overall, the findings of this section revealed that each group had 7, 8,
and 9 core codes respectively. Additionally, there were three core codes
titled reference-oriented religion, institutional-oriented religion, and
individual-oriented religion, which were narrated under the following three
titles: a) Jurisprudence-based religion (reference-oriented) and a preference
for a non-political stance over a political one  b) Institutional religion and
a change of stance from non-political to political ¢) Minimalist and
individualistic religion, and a shift from collectivism to individualism.

CONCLUSION

The results obtained from the interviews indicate the presence of three
distinct core phenomena among the members of three different generations.
These concepts, despite their differences and similarities, exhibit varied
attitudes toward religion.

According to the findings, the main discourse of the generation born in
the 1950s is characterized as a reference-centered religion. The cause of this
approach can be found in their devotional attitude and pragmatism toward
religion. Additionally, their emulation of religious scholars and anti-foreign
tendencies strengthened reliance on domestic religious authority. In this
generation, some religious authorities and scholars adopted a maximalist
approach to religion, while others maintained a traditional and non-political
stance. Their followers, influenced by reasons such as devotional
perspectives and emulation, internalized and cultivated this strategy, leading
to a common denominator and the main outcome of all these inclinations: an
emphasis on jurisprudence and the dominance of a jurisprudential
perspective in religion.

For the institutionalized religion discourse of the generation born in the



1970s, the causal conditions, similar to the reference-centered religion
discourse, involved devotional and imitative approaches and pragmatism.
The contextual conditions, determined by the concept of emulation in both
the 1950s and 1970s generations, also reinforced this discourse. Moreover,
due to the eight-year war and the resulting economic and psychological
pressures on people's livelihoods, ritualism and a social perspective toward
religion—meaning comprehensive assistance from religious institutions and
individuals to the public as strategic conditions—Ied to the emergence of a
maximalist and political religion. This notion, characterized as a maximalist
and political religion, resulted from the discourse of the 1970s generation
while being presented as a strategy alongside traditional and non-political
religion in the 1950s generation. However, after two decades, it managed to
emerge as a consequential concept in the 1970s generation. Furthermore, in
this model and discourse, people distinguished between the essence of
religion and the religious individuals, attributing the problems arising to the
actions of believers while deeming the institution of religion sacred and
inviolable.

In the individualistic religion discourse of the generation born in the
1990s, the causal dimension includes a disengagement from both pragmatic
and political religion. The contextual dimension features a lack of
emulation; the intervening dimension involves religious secularism; and the
strategic dimension includes religious pluralism and a humanitarian,
worldly understanding of religion. The consequential dimension
encompasses minimalistic religion, self-referential religiousness, and a
decline in formal religiosity. Thus, as mentioned, the causal, contextual, and
somewhat strategic categories between the 1950s and 1970s generations
share similarities. However, there is no resemblance between the categories
of the 1990s and those of previous decades, with their concepts being
fundamentally different.

Based on the results of the interviews, the causal conditions leading to
the individualistic religion discourse of the 1990s indicate a detachment
from political religion. This situation contrasts sharply with the central
signifier and consequential dimension of the preceding generation’s
discourse, highlighting a significant cultural shift and the capacity for
reassessment in the new generation. The contextual conditions, unlike those
of previous generations, have transitioned into a lack of emulation, with the
new generation unable to find a model for themselves. A lay understanding
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of religion has deeply penetrated and influenced this type of discourse. The
strategic conditions entail a humanistic interpretation and an earthly view of
religion, whereby religious criteria are sought outside their original context,
reducing religiosity to mere humanity; simultaneously, the interpretation of
religion is viewed as a pluralistic endeavor. This situation leads to a self-
referential religion and a decrease in formal and juristic religion. Moreover,
due to the strength of causal conditions, this generation’s approach to
religion stands in stark contrast to those of previous generations, adopting a
minimalist perspective, asserting that religion must move away from its
maximalist nature and focus on strengthening its internal aspects.
Ultimately, religiosity transforms into a faith-based, direct, and self-directed
approach.

NOVELTY

This research, using theoretical expansion, demonstrated that there have
been serious developments in the field of religion, which is considered
fundamental to human life, among different generations. While the
proposed theories have only been able to explain some of their statements,
the rest has been overlooked, and through the present research, the process
of changes and the type of transformations in religiosity among generations
has been specified and explained.
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