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An inside look at young Iranians navigating 
poverty and stigma in a time of crisis

Crippling sanctions, inflation, and unemployment 
have increasingly burdened young people in the 
Islamic Republic of Iran. In Coming of Age in Iran, 
Manata Hashemi takes us inside the lives of poor 
Iranian youth, showing how these young men and 
women face their future prospects.

Drawing on first-hand accounts, Hashemi follows 
their stories, one by one, as they struggle to climb 
up the proverbial ladder of success. Based on 
years of ethnographic research among these youth 
in their homes, workspaces, and places of leisure, 
Hashemi shows how public judgments can give 
rise to meaningful changes for some while making 
it harder for others to escape poverty. Ultimately, 
Hashemi sheds light on the pressures these young 
men and women face, showing how many choose 
to comply with—rather than resist—social norms in 
their pursuit of status and belonging.

Coming of Age in Iran tells the unprecedented 
story of how Iran’s young and struggling attempt to 
extend dignity and alleviate misery, illuminating the 
promises—and limits—of finding one’s place during 
a time of profound uncertainty.

http://www.nyupress.org


INTRODUCTION

SUMMARY

The introduction lays the groundwork for the arguments made in the rest of the 

book. It maps out how, contrary to popular assumptions, some marginalized 

youth in Iran—termed face-savers—are not a “generation in wait” prone to 

oppositional practices. Instead, they are active agents who conform to a set of 

socially approved norms in an effort to save face, maintain dignity, and realize 

the good life. Through everyday acts of compliance, these youth increase public 

perceptions of their moral worth, which they can subsequently leverage for 

socioeconomic opportunities and gain what is termed “incremental mobility.” 

An overview of the historical interplay between state policies and ordinary 

people’s struggles to make the most of life’s circumstances demonstrates how 

face-savers’ aspirations for the good life have been shaped by the perceived 

structures of constraints and opportunities that surround them. The introduction 

further provides a brief social history of the primary and secondary field sites of 

Sari and Tehran and incorporates details of the study’s qualitative methodology.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

 What are the limitations of the resistance framework for understanding the 
coping strategies of poor youth in Iran?

 How has Iran’s pre- and post-revolutionary history helped shape young 
people’s aspirations and coping strategies? 

 What is incremental mobility? How does it challenge commonplace 
definitions of success?

 How did the author go about gathering the evidence for this book? What 
are some of the drawbacks and benefits of the study’s methodology?
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CHAPTER ONE
Saving Face

SUMMARY 

This chapter looks at the history and structure of face and facework in Iran. 

Upon analyzing the interlinkages between saving face and cultural norms of 

modesty, the chapter argues that face-savers uphold a moral code comprised 

of four socially admired mainstream norms—hard work, self-sufficiency, 

appearances, and purity—that mitigate threats to their reputations. These rules 

serve as evaluative benchmarks by which both face-savers and members of 

their community judge others’ moral worth. This process leads to a micro-

hierarchy within low-income communities, whereby those youth who have 

accumulated moral capital by mimicking these middle-class norms hold a 

higher status than those who have not. By exchanging their moral capital for 

social and economic benefits, some youth are able to realize their dreams 

of a better life. The chapter discusses how these young people’s aspirations 

for the good life not only reflect their adoption of middle-class values and 

practices, but also the state’s own developmental initiatives. Ultimately, by 

playing the face game, these youth make claims to recognition and belonging 

while simultaneously legitimizing narratives revolving around the deserving and 

undeserving poor.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

 In what ways is the concern for saving face unique to the youth in this 
study? In what ways is it universal?

 What are the consequences—both positive and negative—of being 
judged based on your ability to publicly conform to social expectations? 

 Mimicking middle-class lifestyles is an essential part of the face game. 
How are Iran’s post-revolutionary policies linked to young people’s 
desires for status and the good life? 

 There is an assumption that conformity is an indication of a lack of 
agency and/or power. What evidence does the author use to challenge 
this claim?

 Compare the rhetoric of the “deserving poor” in Iran to that found in the 
US. What are the similarities/differences?
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CHAPTER TWO
All in a Day’s Work

SUMMARY 

This chapter focuses on the moral norms surrounding hard work and self-

sufficiency. It discusses how work, particularly in the informal economy, is a 

means for some youth to avert stigma and exercise their agency.  For young 

men, evidence of their self-sufficiency and work ethic is key for proving their 

self-worth and masculinity to others. This push to be seen as responsible men, 

in turn, stipulates that they prioritize jobs that pay relatively well over the status 

of the job itself. Similarly, for young women, working is a means by which they 

can stave off threats to their reputations, assert their independence, and give 

off the impression that they are doing well.  Those young men and women who 

can demonstrate that they are self-sufficient hard workers are often the first 

to be able to capitalize on their stature, exchanging it for social and economic 

benefits. However, as such rewards are often limited in their communities, 

those youth who have certain pre-existing qualities or resources—street 

smarts, family support, and risk-taking abilities—are able to leverage these 

opportunities in strategic ways to increase their likelihood of making it.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

 What does “waithood” refer to? Why does the author argue it is not an 
option for young people without financial means? 

 Why does the author argue that work in the informal economy is not 
marginal or unproductive?

 How do expectations of masculinity shape the decisions and actions of 
the young men in this chapter? 

 How does informal work enable the young women in this chapter to take 
control of their livelihoods?

 Proving that they are hardworking and responsible is a central component 
of face-savers’ strategies for getting ahead. How do communities reward 
these youth? 

 Does a disciplined work ethic always lead to successful outcomes? 
In what ways does the emphasis on the link between hard work and 
success mask various forms of inequality? 
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CHAPTER THREE
Dress for Success

SUMMARY 

How do looks influence who gets ahead? This chapter examines how face-

savers manipulate their mannerisms and appearances to present a middle-

class front to others in an effort to hide their poverty and avert shame. 

Fashionable tweaks to their appearances project class and a certain cultural 

know-how that can help these youth extend their personal networks to 

encompass the type of people who can facilitate their entry into the world of 

the well-heeled. The imperative to be seen as having the “right” look finds 

precedence in Iran’s historical preoccupation with modern fashions and is 

cultivated in the present day through mediums including billboards, officially 

sanctioned cultural productions, and new media technologies. Young people’s 

bodily capital is not only used by community members to help decide who 

is most worthy of rewards, but also by the youth themselves to provide 

justification for their own sense of worth. The gaze thus functions both as a 

tool for evaluation and as a mechanism for reproducing the same systems of 

inequality that face-savers find themselves struggling against.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

 Why is saving face so intimately connected to one’s external appearances? 

 Pick one example from the chapter of youth manipulating their 

appearances to fit in. Discuss the ramifications—both positive and 

negative—of performing class.  

 How is image-making gendered? 

 Describe how the desire to look “cool” is linked to the historical appeal of 
foreign fashions and trends in Iran. 

 How has media equalized access to cultural know-how in Iran?  

 As a form of capital, one’s appearances can be traded in for material 
rewards. To what extent does looking the part enable upward mobility in 
national contexts besides Iran?

 Do you think the image imperative is stronger for certain groups than 
others? Which ones? Why?
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CHAPTER FOUR
Be Good, Do Good

SUMMARY 

While performing a hard work ethic, demonstrating self-sufficiency, and 

presenting a well-heeled image can help face-savers get ahead, they cannot 

hope to win the game without being perceived as morally pure. In explaining 

how these youth perform norms of good behavior, the chapter discusses 

the rise of public moral discourses surrounding the pure, unpolluted Islamic 

citizen. These discourses, in turn, have been co-opted by face-savers 

and their communities to give rise to prescriptions about what constitutes 

acceptable behavior. Since communities perceive such behavior as the 

primary marker of one’s inner goodness, families discipline face-savers to 

be hyper-vigilant in their daily affairs. Face-savers, too, are hyper-cautious in 

embodying certain moral practices and in working to hide any deviations from 

the norm. Primarily manifested through their sexual cleanliness, (non)use of 

substances, and fraternization with the “right” people, these public practices 

enable these youth to differentiate themselves from morally impure others, 

gaining access to jobs and influential others in the process. The chapter 

ends by assessing how young people make the trade-off between playing 

the part of the morally upstanding youth and occasionally making moral 

transgressions in order to get ahead.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

 Discuss the socio-historical context that has shaped the current 
emphasis on moral purity in Iran. 

 How can the pressure to be perceived as good ironically lead to moral 
transgressions? How do youth justify these transgressions?

 In what ways can conforming simultaneously work to hold people back? 
Choose one story in the chapter of a youth embodying an accepted 
practice and discuss how it reflects the tension between getting ahead 
and keeping up expectations.

 Why does the author argue that judgements of character based 
on performance are an illusion? What are the implications when 
communities give rewards only to those who are better able to perform 
“goodness?” 
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CHAPTER FIVE
Moral Conformism and its Contents

SUMMARY 

The conclusion addresses the implications of facework for elucidating the 

relationship between morality and social mobility in the face of hardship. By 

providing the opportunity to gain material advantages, facework serves as a 

low-cost, though potentially high impact tactic for some disadvantaged youth 

to improve their lot in life in contemporary Iran. Simultaneously, by playing 

the game day in and day out, youth come to internalize it, accepting the 

ethical code endorsed by the game as the right way to live. In doing so, youth 

assert themselves as good, law-abiding citizens of the state. However, they 

also shape the flow of social and economic resources in their communities, 

articulating their own spheres of influence within the broader polity.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

 Why do memories of hardship and scarcity compel some youth to follow 
the rules of the game? 

 Do you think that constantly putting on a ‘show’ can take a toll on a 
person? How is it different for face-savers? 

 Why do some youth perceive themselves as successful even though they 
live in poverty? 

 Do you agree with the author that playing the face game day in and day 
out ultimately transforms the player and shapes their sense of self? Can 
the face game ever just simply be a game that people play to get what 
they want? 
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