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Abstract

Cultural heritage is one of the key pillars for transmitting values and historical
experiences, encompassing a wealth of assets for every nation. From this perspective,
various societies strive to preserve their cultural heritage. Political systems play a
crucial role in this preservation, as cultural heritage inherently holds a political
dimension, and each political system possesses significant power to realize this goal.
Moreover, protecting national and local cultural heritage can yield considerable
benefits for these systems. This study aims to examine the perspective and approach
of the political system of the Islamic Republic of Iran toward preserving the country’s
cultural heritage. Specifically, it investigates whether the Islamic Republic pursues
political or ideological gains through cultural heritage preservation. To explore this
issue, a qualitative study was conducted using purposive non-probability sampling.
Semi-structured interviews were carried out with senior managers and experts in the
field of cultural heritage in Iran. The findings reveal that the Islamic Republic of Iran
does not view cultural heritage preservation as a means to achieve political or
ideological benefits. It does not consider cultural heritage as a tool for legitimizing its
governance. Additionally, the Islamic Republic does not focus on preserving the
heritage of any specific historical period but rather regards the entirety of the nation's
cultural heritage as significant. Furthermore, it does not use heritage preservation as a
mechanism to promote a specific form of nationalism aligned with its ideals. The
study concludes with a discussion of strategies to strengthen the preservation of
cultural heritage in Iran.
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Extended abstract

Purpose

The objective of this study is to examine the approach of the political
system of the Islamic Republic of Iran toward the preservation of the
country’s cultural heritage. Specifically, the research seeks to determine
whether the Islamic Republic of Iran pursues political or ideological
benefits through the preservation of cultural heritage, or whether its
approach is independent of such motivations.

Methodology

This study is classified as a developmental-applied research project. In
terms of data type and collection method, it is a qualitative study. To
achieve the research objectives, purposeful non-probability sampling was
employed, and semi-structured interviews were conducted with senior
experts and managers in the field of cultural heritage in Iran. The research
population comprised senior managers and experts from the Ministry and
the Research Institute of Cultural Heritage and Tourism, who were selected
based on their relevant academic background or a minimum of five years
of professional experience in the field.

The data collected through interviews were analyzed using thematic
analysis, conducted manually without the use of any specialized software.
The identified themes were subsequently organized into three levels: basic
themes, organizing themes, and global themes.

Findings

The findings suggest that the Islamic Republic of Iran does not seek
political or ideological advantages through the preservation of cultural
heritage. It does not use heritage preservation as a tool to legitimize its
political authority, nor does it focus exclusively on preserving the heritage
of a particular historical period. Rather, the government appears to adopt a
comprehensive approach to cultural heritage as a whole. Moreover, the
preservation of cultural heritage is not instrumentalized to promote a
specific form of nationalism favored by the regime.

This is the first study of its kind in Iran to adopt an exploratory
approach to understanding the Islamic Republic’s stance on cultural
heritage preservation. The outcomes of this research may positively
influence the perspective of tourism industry stakeholders regarding the
government’s attitude toward Iran’s historical assets. Furthermore, the
study may foster greater mutual understanding between the state and the
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Iranian people, who are the primary carriers and transmitters of this
heritage to future generations.

Limitations

As with most research projects, this study encountered several limitations.
The COVID-19 pandemic hindered access to participants and limited the
size and diversity of the sample. Financial constraints also restricted travel
to various provinces, preventing the collection of data from local experts.
In addition, the unwillingness of some potential participants to take part in
the interviews posed another obstacle to data collection.

Recommendations for Future Research

Future studies are encouraged to explore the significance and prioritization
of tangible versus intangible heritage within the policymaking framework
of the Islamic Republic of Iran. It is also recommended that similar studies
be conducted separately across various provinces to identify regional needs
and priorities in the field of heritage preservation. In other words,
provincial-level investigations that take into account each region’s specific
political, social, and cultural contexts can provide more precise and
actionable insights and promote deeper engagement between local
stakeholders and the state in protecting their cultural legacies.

Practical Implications

The ideology and political identity of the Islamic Republic are, in
principle, compatible with the entirety of Iran’s cultural heritage. With
proper planning and informed management, the state can effectively ensure
both the preservation and sustainable utilization of its global, national, and
local heritage resources through tourism development. However, given the
tourism industry's inherently economic focus, it is crucial for tourism
authorities to reassure cultural heritage stakeholders about the adequacy
and integrity of conservation efforts. This necessitates allocating a portion
of tourism-generated revenues to the physical preservation of cultural
monuments and heritage sites.

Importantly, there is a need to introduce new interpretations of Iran’s
cultural heritage-especially its pre-Islamic heritage—to policymakers.
Such reinterpretations could foster a more dynamic and meaningful
relationship with these cultural assets. By reducing the politicization of
heritage and promoting a culturally-driven approach to heritage policy,
state actors can be educated on the value and significance of cultural
resources. This, in turn, would strengthen support for their preservation.
Ultimately, such developments could enhance the visibility and value of
cultural heritage both for local communities and international tourists,
thereby reinforcing the role of tourism as a tool for cultural sustainability.

Keywords: Cultural heritage preservation, Political ideology, Policy,
Islamic Republic of Iran, Heritage governance, Tourism.
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