IdeologyandGeocultureofSalafism: AnExistential Threattolran;
TheoreticalandField Coordinates, Threats,and Solutions

Ideologyand GeocultureofSalafism: AnExistential Threattolran;
Theoreticaland Field Coordinates, Threats,and Solutions

Mohsen Abbaszadeh Marzbali!

Arash Reisinezhad?

Received: 2025-03-13 How to cite this article:
Abbaszadeh Marzbali, M. & Reisinezhad, A. (2026). Ideology and
Revised: 2025-06-28 Geoculture of Salafism; An Existential Threat to Iran: Theoretical
and Field Coordinates, Threats, and Solutions, Iranian Research
Accepted: 2026-03-14 Letter of International Politics, 14 (01), 331 - 358. (in Persian with

English abstract)
Available Online: 2026-03-18  https: //doi.org/10.22067/irlip.2026.92632.1649

1. Introduction

Radical-jihadi Salafism, as an ‘ideology of violence and terror’ that encounters a kind of
“mass appeal” within specific sociological contexts, when combined with the distinctive
geopolitics of the Middle East, enables collective agency for non-state terrorist groups.
Iran, due to its cultural role as the driver of Shia geo-cultural influence in the Middle East
(which lays the groundwork for confrontation with the surrounding Sunni geo-cultural
force) and its religious diversity within a particularly threatening geography (the settle-
ment of Sunnis in border regions neighboring Sunni-majority states), faces unique vul-
nerability to this phenomenon.

What threats does jihadi Salafism pose to Iran’s national security, and through what
mechanisms? The research hypothesis s that jihadi Salafism, as an anti-Shia and anti-Ira-
nian geo-cultural force, can negatively impact Iran’s interests and national security by
destabilizing its surrounding environment and borders, while mobilizing and radicalizing
the domestic Sunni population. Accordingly, the present study, systematically and me-
thodically, under the title ‘Ideology and the Geopolitics of Threat, seeks to provide a prac-
tical analysis of the threats posed by jihadi Salafism to Iran and the ways of confronting

them inboth foreign and domestic policy.

2. Theoretical Framework

Jihadi Salafism can be regarded as the most important anti-Iranian ideology in Iran’s ge-

ographic periphery and, as such, the source of the most significant geo-cultural threat to
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national security. The geo-cultural force has always been intertwined with the geopolitical
force. To analyze the geopolitical dimension of this threat, the firstlayer of this research re-
quires ‘trend analysis.’ A ‘trend’ refers to the regular and continuous transformation of data
over time and is influenced by the sequence of events or important occurrences whose
emergence may play a critical role in shaping the future. By applying this technique and
based on historical data analysis, it can be shown that in West Asia, a historical trend of the
emergence of anti-Iranian geo-cultural forces has taken shape—a trend that has continu-
ally provided the main foundation for the formation of geo-cultural threats against Iran’s
national interests and territorial integrity. The emergence and expansion of jihadi Salafism
is the most recent and prominent manifestation of this trend, whose radical transnational
agency has posed and continues to pose serious threats to Iran.

Evidently, devising a proposed strategy for confronting these threats requires an un-
derstanding of how they generate insecurity. Therefore, in another layer, this research
requires an analysis of the theoretical features of jihadi Salafism to specify the relation-
ship between the violent anti-Iranian /anti-Shia character of this geo-cultural force and
its ‘particular interpretation of religion’ as well as its ‘sociological-psychological drivers.
For this purpose, jihadi Salafism is regarded as an ‘ideology’ that, through providing a fun-
damentalist reading of religion, both “interprets” the existing condition and ‘prescribes’
the desired condition, and in the form of norms and jurisprudential directives, ‘justifies’
the use of violence in pursuit of the revival of the caliphate as a religious mission. Beyond
understanding how the ‘will to violence’ arises among the followers of Salafism, identi-
fying the reasons for the mass appeal of this ideology requires an additional analytical
framework. Here, the intersection of ‘ideologized religion’ with the emergence of a “mass
society”is the decisive variable. Radical Salafism, alongside other Islamic revivalist move-
ments, has emerged and surged as an indigenous alternative to quasi-modern ideolo-
gies (Middle Eastern versions of nationalism, liberalism, and socialism) in particular ge-
ographic regions where states faced structural crises such as effectiveness, penetration,
legitimacy, and authority (all or some of these), and where civil society, due to the persis-

tence of traditional social structures and the rigidity of authoritarian political systems,

had either not emerged or remained extremely weak.

3.Methodology

This research employs data collected from library resources and documentary study
within the framework of a descriptive-analytical narrative composed of two comple-
mentary layers: diachronic and synchronic analysis. Diachronic analysis emphasizes the
process of transformation over time, whereas synchronic analysis, by creating a temporal
cross-section and freezing the time of the subject under study, focuses on a particular
dimension of the structure of social or political relations. In other words, it extracts its
subject from the sequential flow of events and placesitin a purely theoretical domain.

The application of these two analytical approaches s as follows: through a diachronic approach
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and within the framework of “historical trend analysis,” the historical background of geo-cul-
tural threats against Iran is examined to highlight the continuity of the threat pattern; through
asynchronic approach and by focusing on the ideological features and the socio-psychological
context of the expansion of jihadi Salafism (as the most perilous contemporary geo-cultural

force), the mannerin whichit generates threats to Iran’s national security is explained.

4. Discussion

Historical trend analysis of the data revealed that within the region known as the Fertile
Crescent, a historical trend has formed—one that has continuously constituted the main
foundation for the emergence of geo-cultural threats against Iran’s national interests
and territorial integrity. This region, which encompasses the geopolitical space between
Iran and the Mediterranean Sea, has in different historical periods become the arena of
contestation over the definition of identity, power, and civilization in West Asia. The most
recent and prominent manifestation of this type of geo-cultural threat is the emergence
and expansion of jihadi Salafism, which possesses the capacity to challenge Iran’s national
interests and security both from without and within.

Ideological analysis of the doctrines and the context of the emergence and spread of ji-
hadi Salafism showed that, in the presence of a state-nation gap (due to exogenous and
endogenous factors), this geo-cultural force, by emphasizing concepts such as Rafidi and
the struggle against Shias, can essentially provoke the Sunni population to adopt orienta-

tions against Iran’s national security and territorial integrity.

In view of this duality (the ideology and geopolitics of Salafism), the counter-strategies
against radical Salafism’s threat to Iran’s national security can be presented in the form
of three-layered strategies (containment, rollback, and quarantine) at both domestic and
foreign levels—levels that are prone to divergence and/or hostility toward Iran. These
areas can be divided into four categories: the far periphery (the Fertile Crescent), the near
periphery (Iran’s eastern border), the hybrid periphery (Iran’s northwestern border), and
Iran’s Sunni-populated border provinces. For the far and near peripheries, the strategy of
‘containment’ is proposed; for the hybrid periphery, the strategy of ‘rollback’; and for the
border provinces, the strategy of ‘quarantine.

Neutralizing the subjective and objective factors that enable the penetration of this dis-
course inside and outside Iran’s borders rests on several foundational steps: a) Identifying
the geopolitical focal points of the jihadi Salafist threat; b) Recognizing the transnational
trends carrying anti-Iranian coalitions; c) Elevating intra-discursive alternatives to the
ideology of jihadi Salafism; d) Addressing the sociological-psychological crises that gen-
erate mass appeal toward jihadi Salafism.

Key Words: Radical-Jihadi Salafism, Ideology, Geoculture, National Security, Iran.
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