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Original Article
Abstract

Background and aim: Although a substantial body of sociological scholarship emphasizes the integrative role of
religion in fostering social cohesion, growing evidence suggests that, under certain social contexts, religion can also
contribute to the emergence, intensification, and perpetuation of social conflicts. Owing to its religious, ethnic, and
political diversity, the province of Kurdistan provides a particularly pertinent context for examining this phenomenon.
Accordingly, the present study analyzes a multilevel model of religious action in the formation and reproduction of
social conflicts in Kurdistan over the past five decades.

Data and method: Adopting a constructionist approach and a qualitative mixed-method design—including historical
analysis, oral history, and ethnography—data were collected through 54 in-depth interviews, participant observation in
religious gatherings, and document review. Data were analyzed phenomenologically.

Findings: Religion operates at three interconnected social levels in generating conflict. At the micro level, religion
functions as "lived practical knowledge," shaping everyday conflicts through differences in ritual interpretation and
values, while also serving as a mechanism for dispute resolution. At the meso level, religious networks and
communities institutionalize and reproduce conflicts by reinforcing identity boundaries and claiming exclusive
interpretive authority. At the macro level, religion serves as a symbolic language for articulating political, ethnic, and
ideological conflicts.

Conclusion: Religion is not merely a source of cohesion or discord. Rather, a multilayered mechanism can generate,
intensify, perpetuate, or resolve social conflicts. Understanding religious conflicts requires analyzing all three levels
simultaneously.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Although a substantial body of sociological literature emphasizes the cohesive function of
religion, theoretical and empirical evidence indicates that religion, in interaction with political,
ethnic, and identity-related factors, can also contribute to the emergence, intensification, and
reproduction of social conflicts. Kurdistan -owing to its religious, ethnic, and political diversity, as
well as its experience of far-reaching transformations over the past five decades -constitutes a
pertinent case for examining this issue. In this context, religious action at the micro, meso, and
macro levels becomes intertwined with identity formation, social boundary-making, religious
rivalries, and macro-level policies, providing the ground for the persistence or aggravation of social
conflicts. Adopting a multi-level approach, the present study analyzes the mechanisms underlying
the formation and reproduction of social conflicts rooted in religious action in Kurdistan over the
past fifty years.

Methods and Data

This research was conducted using a constructionist approach and a combined strategy of
historical and ethnographic methods during the spring, summer, and autumn of 2025. Historical
data were collected through documents, archival sources, and oral history, while ethnographic data
were gathered through participant observation and in-depth interviews. The field of study was Iran's
Kurdistan province over the past half-century. For the oral history component, participants were
selected through snowball sampling, and for the ethnographic component, through purposive
sampling until theoretical saturation. In total, 54 in-depth semi-structured interviews were
conducted in Kurdish, each lasting 40 to 90 minutes, and fully transcribed. Researchers
supplemented their field data through participant observation by attending meetings and debates
among three religious movements—Salafi, Wahhabi, and those affiliated with Muftizadeh. Data
analysis used Colaizzi's phenomenological method, involving concept extraction, categorization,
and explication of the phenomenon's essential structure. To enhance validity and trustworthiness,
the results of each interview analysis were shared with participants, and upon receiving feedback,
necessary revisions were made.

Findings

The findings indicate that religion-based social conflicts in Kurdistan are not one-dimensional.
Rather, they constitute a multi-level, dynamic, and historical process that has simultaneously taken
shape, undergone reproduction, and evolved at the micro, meso, and macro levels. Within this
framework, religion is not merely a belief system or a factor of social cohesion. Depending on
social and political contexts, it can serve as a source of conflict formation, an agent of its
intensification and persistence, and—under certain conditions—a mechanism for conflict resolution
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and management.

At the micro level, religion manifests in everyday relationships through differing interpretations
of rituals, beliefs, and norms. Disagreements over the performance of rites, the legitimacy of
religious practices, and divergent jurisprudential interpretations have created grounds for conflict
among family members, neighbors, and local communities. At this level, religion performs three
functions: as a source of conflict, when actors contend to establish their own reading of religion; as
a perpetuating factor, when religious disagreements become embedded in everyday relations and
collective memory and are reproduced in various situations; and as a conflict-resolution mechanism,
when religious authority and Islamic rulings provide the basis for conciliation, mediation, and
prevention of violence escalation. At the meso level, conflicts extend beyond individual
relationships and manifest as competition among groups, sects, and religious networks.

Historical documents and field data reveal that disagreements among currents such as Salafism,
Nagshbandiyya, Qadiriyya, Wahhabism, the Muftizadeh circle, the Muslim Brotherhood, and other
religious groups have largely revolved around the correct interpretation of religion, the legitimacy
of rituals, modes of worship, religious authority, and the definition of "authentic Islam." At this
level, religion plays three roles: as a source of intergroup conflict, as an intensifying factor through
the sacralization of disputes, and as a mechanism for sustaining conflicts through the reproduction
of identity boundaries, rituals, social networks, and collective memory. These conflicts are less
driven by material interests than by competition over symbolic authority and the monopoly of
religious interpretation.

At the macro level, religion has become a framework for articulating political, ethnic, and
ideological conflicts. The findings revealed five patterns: conflict between religion and secularism;
conflict between religious movements and central government policies; conflict between officially
recognized denominations and Sunni Islam; intra-religious conflicts among various Islamic
movements; and conflict between religion and ethnicity. Although many of these conflicts have
political, ethnic, or historical roots, they have been represented and legitimized in the social sphere
through religious language and concepts. While some conflicts—particularly those between Sunnis
and the central government, or between Sunnis and Shi'ism—have not escalated to open
confrontation due to structural interventions and control policies, they have persisted steadily. In
contrast, intra-religious conflicts and the confrontation between religion and secularism have
followed an increasing trajectory in recent decades, growing more intense due to the plurality of
religious movements, competition over religious authority, and political and cultural
transformations.

Based on these findings, the conceptual model shows that religion-based social conflicts are the
product of continuous interaction among the micro, meso, and macro levels. In this model, religion
is not static or merely belief-based. Rather, it is a field of interpretive, identity-based, and
institutional actions that, in interaction with social and historical structures, can generate, intensify,
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and reproduce conflicts and, under certain conditions, possess capacity for mediation and conflict
resolution. Religious conflicts in Kurdistan should be understood as the outcome of a multi-layered,
feedback-driven cycle in which everyday experiences, group competition, and macro-level political
and social developments continuously influence and reproduce one another.

Conclusion and Discussion

The findings demonstrate that religion cannot be regarded solely as a factor of cohesion or a
source of social conflict. Rather, it should be conceived as a multi-level and dynamic process that
assumes different functions at the micro, meso, and macro levels depending on social contexts. At
the micro level, through actors' differing interpretations of rituals and values, religion provides the
ground for either the emergence or resolution of conflicts. At the meso level, by reproducing
identity boundaries, collective memory, and competition over religious authority, it leads to the
persistence and intensification of intergroup tensions. At the macro level, in interaction with power
structures, politics, and history, it becomes a framework for articulating and managing social
conflicts. The most significant theoretical contribution is a feedback model of religious action,
demonstrating that the micro, meso, and macro levels operate not hierarchically but in continuous
interaction, constantly reproducing meanings, identities, and conflicts. In multi-layered societies
such as Kurdistan, religion is not a fixed variable but a fluid process that can simultaneously be the
cause, consequence, and context for the redefinition of social conflicts.
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