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Introduction

My father always says that the sky is always one color for the 
poor, but not for the rich. Whether [the rich] are in the des-
ert or in the forest, they have fun. Whatever country they 
live in in the world, the world is to their liking.1
— Davud, seventeen years old, laborer, Sari

My first lesson on the illusory character of appearances came on a par-
ticularly hot summer afternoon early on in my fieldwork. Driving up a 
dirt road to young Mohammad Karimi’s house in the outskirts of Sari, 
the capital of Iran’s Mazandaran province, I came to a one- story concrete 
abode with small windows and a rusty red iron gated door that tilted at 
its hinges. The house stood derelict. To its right, the dwelling boasted 
an equally unkempt garden strewn with rocks and dirt. Tall corn stalks 
that bowed violently in the wind were one of the few signs of life in this 
small patch of land.

Once inside, I encountered unpainted concrete walls, exposed ceil-
ing bulbs, and a large, furniture- less main living space. And yet, upon 
closer inspection, I noticed the artfully placed decorations, revealing the 
family’s care for their home. Oversized wool rugs with Persian motifs 
lay on the cement floors. A large, carefully hung swath of colorful fab-
ric separated the living from the sleeping quarters. Small pots of faux 
plants hung above the island separating the tiled kitchen from the liv-
ing area. A small television set sat on a lopsided wooden entertainment 
unit decorated with ceramic tchotchkes. A memento, a framed picture of 
Mohammad’s father as a young soldier visiting the shrine of Imam Reza, 
the eighth Shi’a Imam, hung on the wall.2 A pot of tea stood brewing on 
the samovar in the kitchen, as the family knew they were to be expecting 
company. A picturesque warmth percolated the entire house.

As my relationship with the Karimi family grew over the course of my 
fieldwork, I learned that the family had saved up enough money to be 
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eligible for loans to buy a plot of land in this seaside district. Though the 
house seemed to be run- down, it was actually in the process of construc-
tion from the ground up. The slow construction process— which made 
headway only when the Karimis had enough money to invest— had 
given the dwelling a deteriorating air that belied the craftsmanship, ef-
fort, and cost behind each new building phase.3 The Karimis were poor, 
but through sheer perseverance and risk- taking, they had been able to 
secure a piece of land in a peri- urban area, hundreds of miles away from 
their rural village in central Iran.

The Karimis are not unique. Throughout the course of my research 
among members of the young, lower strata of Iranian society, I encoun-
tered countless Karimis— people who, according to one Iranian mother, 
“tried to make the most of the little they had.” The shoddy exteriors of 
their homes often disguised the neatness and meticulous attention to de-
tail of their well- decorated interiors. Their donning of the latest fashion 
trends and accessories concealed their desperate financial straits and the 
fact that they sometimes did not have a proper dinner to eat.

This book is about these Iranian youth. It is about how a select group 
of young men and women between the ages of fifteen and twenty- nine 
who came of age after the revolution control appearances in order to 
improve their lot in life. The book examines how those young Iranians 
who are faced with constant economic deprivation struggle to not only 
manage their lives, but also to find meaning within them. It is a story of 
agency, the search for dignity, and the pursuit of face.

The Universalization of Exclusion

For most of the past half century, scholarly preoccupation with Iran has 
focused almost exclusively on the country’s appearances. The Iranian 
Revolution of 1979— one of the most historic world events of the past 
hundred years, which prompted the rise of a constitutional theocracy— 
has often served as the focal point of this scholarly attention. One of 
the largest countries in the Middle East and a non- Arab state that has, 
since the 1979 Revolution, pursued a foreign policy of restricting out-
side influences and forging strong relations with non- aligned countries, 
Iran has been viewed as an anomaly among the countries of the region. 
Scores of articles and books have subsequently focused on the revolution 
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and its various influences in political ideology, civil society, and more 
recently, in sexual politics and youth cultures.4 While these studies 
have done much to heighten awareness of Iranian culture and society 
in the West, analysts and pundits continue to define Iran in terms of 
binaries: tradition versus modernity, religious versus secular, rich versus 
poor— binaries that only reinforce the country’s exceptional and almost 
pariah- like status.

The present book will look beyond the macropolitics of the Iranian 
Revolution and its publicity to analyze the behavior of ordinary young 
Iranians. The book moves past the country’s public image to unearth 
what is happening among these youth in the small backstreets, in the 
local bazaars and shops, and behind closed doors. In so doing, the book 
reveals how some of Iran’s low- income, struggling youth manage the 
demands of everyday life. The custodians of the Islamic Republic regard 
this group as the backbone of the regime. However, we have heard little 
about this population, their struggles to advance, and the ways that they 
attempt to carve out a meaningful life for themselves.

A large part of the neglect that low- income youth in the country 
have received has been due to the position of scholars themselves; 
scholars, given their own backgrounds, have greater access to highly 
educated youth in Iran’s upper and middle crusts. The result has been a 
tendency to generalize from the experiences of an elite group of young 
Iranian men and women to encompass all youth in Iran.5 This univer-
salization, in turn, has led to ethnographies and narratives of exclu-
sion. In this perspective, young men and women in Iran are excluded 
from productive employment, from marriage and family formation, 
and from the power to shape their communities due to the structural 
constraints that characterize Iran itself: formal labor market rigid-
ity and a high youth cohort have created more labor market entrants 
than there are jobs. Subsequently, scholars argue, young men and 
women become stuck in a period of “waithood,” a period during which 
they wait with uncertainty for jobs, for housing, and for marriage— 
socioeconomic benchmarks that have traditionally defined adult status 
in the Middle East.6 As a result, youth in Iran create their own subcul-
tures of resistance— reified in their sexual practices, choices of music 
and dress, and drug use— that undergird their exclusion from formal-
ized institutions of power.
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Given the copious amount of attention that studies have placed on 
understanding the factors that give rise to youth exclusion in Iran and 
the ways in which this exclusion is reaffirmed by the oppositional prac-
tices of certain privileged youth in the country, few works remain that 
address the experiences of low- income Iranian youth.7 Consequently, 
we are left to assume that the latter are similarly alienated, socially ex-
cluded, and engaged in oppositional subcultures.

This book will challenge this assumption by showing the variety and 
complexity of the lives of those youth caught in poverty, a generation 
that cannot be summarily characterized as repressed, excluded, or defi-
ant. Based on ethnography, this book looks at how the desire to main-
tain dignity and save face among some young, poor Iranians shapes the 
way that they go about improving their lot in life.8 It shows how “making 
a good showing”9 of themselves constitutes a culture of acceptance of 
dominant social norms rather than opposition. Fariba Adelkhah argues 
that the ethical code of javanmardi (chivalry/man of integrity) followed 
by both men and women in post- revolutionary Iran emphasizes confor-
mity to the social order and to the rules of citizenship.10 For Adelkhah, 
the javanmard is a product of his community: it is the people around 
him who bestow “that role on him. . . . He does not really exist outside 
the recognition, admiration and even concern which society shows for 
him.”11 Further still, the conformity that the javanmard displays not only 
expands the hegemony of the state into the private realm, but also en-
ables autonomy and increases individual influence on the state.

In a similar vein, this book shows how the ethical code of the face 
system— of which virtue constitutes a part— emphasizes conformity to 
the social order, expanding the Islamic Republic’s sphere of influence, 
while nonetheless enabling poor youth to exercise agency and influence 
their position within the broader social and economic milieu. In abid-
ing by certain authorized cultural norms or rules of behavior revolving 
around saving face, these youth are able to present themselves in front 
of others as javanmards, as people with moral integrity— good, respon-
sible, and financially secure.

Agency thus lies in the process of subjectivation: social norms that 
function to subordinate the subject are also the means by which the sub-
ject becomes an agent.12 Through repeated, daily obedience to the face 
rules, the youth in this book acquire the ability, the agency, to imple-

Hashemi_3p.indd   4 2/28/20   9:56 AM



Introduction | 5

ment change in their lives. As Saba Mahmood argues, agency is there-
fore predicated on docility.13 Rather than implying passivity on the part 
of the compliant subject, daily performative acts of submission become 
the necessary means by which agency is constituted.14 How does this 
happen?

As the stories in this book will detail, those young men and women 
who comply and save face are able to increase their stock of moral 
capital, or public perceptions of their moral worth, which they can 
subsequently exchange for social and economic opportunities.15 Simul-
taneously, attempting to live a good life based on a normative code of 
conduct is central to these young people’s understanding of themselves 
and their relation to others.

The present moment in Iran is a time of great uncertainty. By showing 
the struggles of a particular group of Iranian youth to live, work, and, 
ultimately, improve their lives, this book gives an idea of the possibilities 
for the country’s future.

Resistance versus Conformism

In the social sciences, there is a tradition of studying social marginal-
ization and resistance among lower- class youth. Dominant perspectives 
tend to view poor young people’s daily practices as instances of counter- 
hegemony. This harks back to the resistance paradigm pioneered by 
James Scott.16 According to Scott, everyday forms of resistance repre-
sent the poor’s most effective strategy for contesting the hand that they 
have been dealt. While the specific oppositional practices of the disad-
vantaged vary depending on context, the end result is argued to be the 
same: resistance against repressive, all- encompassing rules and regula-
tions imposed from above.

Subcultural studies have a long history of documenting how youth 
who are excluded from broader structures of opportunity create their 
own enclaves of rebellion.17 Between youth studies of the Chicago 
School, which emphasized the deviancy of these youth as a reflection 
of their search for individual status, and the Birmingham School, which 
highlighted oppositional styles as a reflection of a class conflict between 
these youth and the outside world, poor young men and women have 
been described as turning to deviancy, gangs, oppositional values, music 
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subcultures, and religious radicalism as a way to deal.18 All of these 
paths constitute a series of mediated responses to marginalization that 
are predicated on these youths’ resistance to dominant value systems in 
an attempt to lay claim to the status, respect, and dignity that are denied 
to them in the course of their daily lives.19

Without undermining the fact that there are disadvantaged youth 
in Iran as elsewhere who do engage in resistances against mainstream 
norms, values, and practices in order to reclaim their dignity, I argue 
that it is a slippery slope to universalize all poor youth as necessarily op-
pressed and defiant. The search for dignity takes multiple forms, not all 
of which constitute repudiation of dominant ideologies. Indeed, within 
sociological studies of urban poverty in the United States, there have 
been scholars who have shown that adherence to mainstream norms 
can be a way for the lower classes to maintain their self- worth.20 The 
youth I came to know in Iran, youth whom I term face- savers, similarly 
attempted to maintain their dignity and face by simply trying that much 
harder to integrate themselves into the broader fabric of Iranian society. 
While these youth did not refer to themselves as face- savers, I use the 
term to distinguish them from other youth in the country to whom sav-
ing face may not play such a structuring role.

John Hewitt and Randall Stokes contend that people know that based 
on their actions, they will be “typified” or treated as a certain “kind” of 
person; to this end, they attempt to present themselves in ways that will 
lead others to evaluate them as the kind of people they themselves de-
sire.21 The actions of face- savers were similarly motivated by a desire to 
be typified in a favorable light. For face- savers, being judged as dignified, 
respectable, and good were what propelled their day- to- day social inter-
actions. Among these youth, the quest for dignity encompassed cultural 
definitions of face- saving incorporated around community concerns for 
self- sufficiency, hard work, purity, and appearance. Thus, a life lived on 
the margins in Iran can lead to oppositional subcultural practices, but 
also to acceptance and accentuated conformism.

There are a few explanations for this. Up until the 1979 Revolution, Iran 
was marked by centuries of monarchic governance, aristocratic influence, 
and court behavior, and as such, historically, a strong significance has been 
attached to status recognition.22 Even after the revolution, as Zuzanna 
Olszewska argues, “status recognition remains encoded in, and a crucial 
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part of, language, comportment and social etiquette.”23 Consequently, to 
be perceived as ba kelas (someone with class and moral character) as op-
posed to dehati (a peasant) is the ultimate marker of one’s person and the 
manifestation of one’s claim to status and dignity. In an extension of the 
historical importance of status recognition in Iran, the commodity boom 
that defined the country during the mid- 2000s opened Iranians’ access to 
the global marketplace; this forged a pattern of noticeable consumption 
of luxury goods among Iran’s elite and knockoffs by the lower classes in 
their attempts to pursue the status quo.24 Mimicry, rather than resistance, 
became the defining feature for those pursuing a better life.

Finally, for the face- savers in this study who were looking to gain 
status, overt resistance also had little appeal. In a country where open 
resistance to social and/or political norms is met with immediate sup-
pression, resistance in the form of marches, protests, collective violence, 
and other extreme behavior is not common. These young people cal-
culated that their chances of gaining socioeconomic status through 
daily practices that revolved around the pursuit of face were higher than 
through antagonistic behavior. This awareness served to temper their 
involvement in collective acts of resistance. As Farhad Kazemi and Asef 
Bayat have shown in their empirical research on poor populations in 
Iran, collective acts of resistance are not a common feature of daily life 
in the Middle East due to the poor’s everyday concerns with obtaining 
a better life for themselves and their family members.25 In this sense, 
localized struggles for advancement become privileged over other forms 
of action in that they provide both meaning and autonomy to the disen-
franchised.26 Often, it is only when the poor feel that they are at risk of 
losing the small wins they have made that they can become collectively 
mobilized in defense of those achievements, particularly when there is 
a political opening to do so.27 Overall, then, the crucial significance that 
status recognition has played in Iranian history has buttressed the im-
portance of localized struggles for saving face among the upwardly mo-
bile aspirant young men and women in this book and has decreased the 
desire for defiant practices to improve their social standing.

In considering the behavior of these young interlocutors, we must dif-
ferentiate between intent and practice. There is a tendency to interpret 
Iranian young people’s participation in global youth cultures as a form 
of defiance toward the moral order instituted by the Islamic state. In this 
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perspective, young women who listen to rap music or wear tight- fitting 
clothing, for example, present a binary opposition to the woman clothed 
in a chador who reads the Qur’an, participates in Muharram rituals, and 
represents the ideal Islamic citizen. In this perspective, young women who 
listen to rap music, wear tight- fitting clothing, or engage in Sufi rituals, for 
example, present a binary opposition to the chador- clad, Qur’an- reading, 
Muharram- participating woman who represents the ideal Islamic citi-
zen.28 However, there are a variety of motives that propel people to act. 
A low- income young woman in Iran may position her headscarf so that 
half her hair is visible; she may wear tight- fitting clothes or a completely 
made- up face. However, she is not necessarily doing this in an attempt to 
challenge the moral order. Rather, her motive is much more simple: to 
look like one of “them”— that is, to look like her wealthier counterparts 
who surround her on a daily basis in the bazaars, on the streets, and in 
her classes. As one young woman, Nina, emphatically told me, “I never 
wanted kids in my school to think that we were poor, so I dressed nicely.” 
For Nina, dressing “nicely” constituted wearing what she perceived was 
in fashion among her middle- class peers at the time: skinny jeans, loosely 
wrapped hijab, and a tight- fitting trench.

To be visibly perceived as poor in Iran is to risk losing face. As a 
result, poverty is often lived in secret. Among face- savers, wealth is a 
performance: it is a staged production that, like a real play, can win the 
actor recognition among the audience. Cultural practices— dressing in 
certain clothes, acting in a certain manner, or socializing with certain 
people— thus become “chips in the high- stakes game of social mobil-
ity.”29 It is upward social mobility or a change to a higher social status 
rather than subversion of any repressive social order that becomes the 
ultimate aim for youth like Nina.

The 1979 Revolution in Iran gave birth not only to an Islamic regime, 
but also to a generation of young people who have no memory of life 
before the revolution. These young men and women, known as the chil-
dren of the revolution, today comprise approximately 25 percent of Iran’s 
population.30 For these youth, an all- encompassing Islamic form of rule 
is the only form of governance they have experienced; indeed, it has 
shaped who they are today. Iran’s youth boom can be traced back to the 
1980s, during the brutal Iran- Iraq War, when increased rates of mar-
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riage and childbirth created one of the largest youth demographics in 
the world.31 Unfortunately, outsized youth populations create outsized 
social crises. Despite post- revolutionary increases in social welfare pro-
gramming and in secondary and tertiary education, youth unemploy-
ment has skyrocketed in contemporary Iran, as supply cannot keep up 
with demand. In 2017 the unemployment rate stood at 26.4 percent for 
those between the ages of fifteen and twenty- nine.32 For some youth 
who have the means, solace comes in the form of attending extravagant 
house parties, participating in underground music subcultures, consum-
ing luxury goods bought from abroad, using drugs, engaging in sexual 
practices, and in extreme cases, emigrating from the country itself.

This book is about those youth without the means. How do some 
young people without ready access to social, economic, and cultural 
forms of capital go about negotiating the demands of daily life? What is 
it like to be young and poor in the current global moment in Iran? What 
can the experiences of the young and the economically struggling tell us 
about prospects for upward mobility in the country?

These youth constitute the backbone of the Islamic Republic. They are 
members of the mostaz‘afin, the dispossessed, an Islamic term that was 
made all the more significant after the inception of the Islamic Republic 
when Ayatollah Khomeini’s populist revolutionary discourse was made 
in their very name.33 The onset of the Iran- Iraq War immediately after 
the revolution forced daheh- ye shasti youth (youth born circa the 1980s), 
who constituted a large part of my sample, to learn quickly; they had to 
learn to cope not only with the devastation of war, but with economic 
precarity, as the war cleaved through the socioeconomic fabric of their 
daily lives. The learning curve has not yet ended. Iran’s young mostaz‘afin 
continue to bear the burden of economic inequalities, inequalities that 
have been exacerbated in recent years with the imposition of biting sanc-
tions on Iran’s nuclear program and subsequent rising stagflation.34 It is 
the pursuit of a better life within an atmosphere marked by increasing 
socioeconomic structural constraints that contour these youths’ identi-
ties in contemporary Iran. This desire for the good life, in turn, has been 
shaped within a decades- long historical context marked by the interplay 
of socioeconomic policies from above and struggles from below to make 
the most of life’s circumstances.
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Historical Contingencies

In the 1960s, an unassuming campaign began that found its strength 
and organizational basis in the modernization policies that were initi-
ated in the 1930s by Reza Shah Pahlavi, and later intensified by his son, 
Mohammad Reza Shah (known simply as the Shah). Rising oil revenues 
during the reign of the latter contributed to an intensive program of 
socioeconomic development— deemed the White Revolution— that led 
to the rapid industrialization of Iranian cities. Between 1966 and 1976, 
the presumed widespread availability of manufacturing jobs, coupled 
with reduced agricultural income and low quality of life as a result of 
the Shah’s mismanaged 1962 Land Reform Program, led more than two 
million disillusioned rural poor to begin a long migration to capital- 
intensive urban centers.35

The driving force of the Land Reform Program was the Shah’s desire 
to gain a broad base of political support and enhance his own power, 
thereby preempting challenges to his authority that could destabilize 
the monarchy.36 The Shah’s land reforms called for the redistribution 
of land from the landowners who monopolized power and wealth in 
the countryside to the sharecropping peasants who cultivated the land. 
The goals were to reduce the power (and ultimately the threat to central 
authority) of Iran’s landholding class while simultaneously presenting 
the monarchy to its urban reform- minded opponents (as well as to the 
United States, which was promoting land reform as a cure- all for devel-
opmental malaise) as a progressive advocate for economic development, 
modernization (i.e., Westernization), and agricultural productivity.37 
The monarchy further believed that by enabling peasants to control the 
product of their labor, it could increase both the nations’ and the peas-
ants’ agricultural wealth, resulting in a strong base of rural support for 
the monarchal regime.38

In practice, however, land reform turned out to simply deepen class 
tensions and exacerbate economic frustrations. The power of landhold-
ers was simply replaced with the arm of the state. For its part, not only 
did the Pahlavi state fail to provide basic amenities like electricity and 
piped water to most of the countryside, but the prices it imposed on ag-
ricultural goods, as Ervand Abrahamian notes, “favored the urban sec-
tor at the expense of the countryside,” thereby lowering incentives for 
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the latter and decreasing agricultural productivity.39 Most importantly, 
the regime was not able to gain a broad base of rural support, since only 
the sharecroppers were the direct recipients of the government’s land 
transfer; agricultural laborers— those who did not have the rights to cul-
tivate the land of others and who were temporary hires who farmed dur-
ing peak seasons— received no land.40 Comprising approximately half 
of the rural population, these agricultural laborers experienced even 
further economic deprivation as economic competition between them-
selves and the sharecroppers intensified, since the latter sought the same 
agricultural work as the former in order to supplement their incomes.41 
At the same time, as Eric Hooglund argues, “the increasing mechaniza-
tion of agricultural production . . . reduce[d] absolutely both the number 
of hired workers needed and the total work hours available for those 
employed.”42

For many of these agricultural laborers, then, the solution rested in 
migration to the cities, where they believed that they could make ends 
meet. Through migration, they hoped to gain high- paying city jobs, 
which would enable them to achieve greater economic security and 
greater access to amenities. These pull factors, coupled with push fac-
tors including agricultural decline, forced eviction, low wages, and a low 
quality of life, caused the in- migration of millions of these rural peasants 
from their villages to surrounding cities, leading many to join the ranks 
of the urban poor as unskilled workers or laborers.43 In Tehran, where 
they were unable to afford decent housing, the majority came to settle in 
the southern sections of the city, where they resided in residences rang-
ing from squatter communities to small rented abodes.44 By 1976, more 
than 46 percent of Iran’s population was urban,45 with the majority (4.5 
million) residing in Tehran.46 The result of this extensive migration was 
that cities, including Tehran, could no longer provide urban services 
at a pace that kept up with their demographic growth. Slum areas— 
characterized by substandard housing and the lack of adequate essential 
services and facilities— subsequently spread in Iran’s major cities.

To ameliorate their economic burdens, the poor turned to self- 
development initiatives: out of sheer economic necessity, they advanced 
their socioeconomic claims largely through silent direct actions or 
“quiet encroachments” such as home squatting, the illegal construction 
of dwellings, and the tapping of electricity.47 To foster a sense of collec-
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tivity, residents established hey’ats, associations based on shared neigh-
borhood or village origin.48 The spread of radio in the 1950s and early 
1960s and the subsequent rise of cassette tapes enabled hey’at members 
to listen to taped sermons, including those made by an exiled cleric by 
the name of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini.49 In his taped sermons, Aya-
tollah Khomeini condemned the Shah’s regime for a host of social and 
economic issues, not the least of which was the Shah’s failure to bring 
basic services to the countryside and his failure to build low- income 
housing for the new masses of urban poor.50 Ayatollah Khomeini’s 
pro- mostaz‘afin discourse was reflected in sound bites that exalted the 
poor and the slum- dwellers and later became slogans of the Iranian 
Revolution; “Islam represents the slum- dwellers (zaghehneshin), not the 
palace- dwellers (kakhneshin)”51 and “Islam belongs to the oppressed 
(mostazafen), not to the oppressors (mostakbaren).”52

While some scholars have emphasized a causal link between these re-
ligious sermons and the poor’s political mobilization during the revolu-
tion,53 the fact remained that the poor persisted largely on the periphery 
of the revolutionary operations, recognizing, as Bayat has shown em-
pirically, their own localized struggles as the less costly and more viable 
alternative than engagement in oppositional politics.54 It was only near 
the end of the Shah’s reign in December 1978 that the urban poor, par-
ticularly young men, became politically mobilized, largely through revo-
lutionary committees including the Islamic Consumer Cooperatives and 
the Neighborhood Councils.55 The breakdown in the authority of the 
Shah’s regime at the time provided the political vacuum that the opposi-
tion needed in order to consolidate its authority among the masses. A 
general atmosphere of public disorder, uneven food distribution, and a 
shortage of basic commodities motivated young, urban poor residents 
to join the clergy- backed cooperatives and councils in an attempt to se-
cure their livelihoods.56 Encouraged by Ayatollah Khomeini’s populist 
promises and frustrated by their aggravated employment opportunities, 
their worsening living conditions, and the growing maldistribution of 
wealth, many of these new migrant urban poor ultimately came to join 
the ranks of the opposition forces that helped overthrow the monarchy 
and usher in the new Islamic Republic in February 1979.

Between 1980 and 1988, motivated by the Iran- Iraq War, Iran’s new 
Islamic state consolidated its power, in large part, by expanding its reach 
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among the poor. Shortfalls in oil revenues and rising wartime expenses 
led the state to turn to deficit spending, leading to rising inflation rates.57 
In an effort to alleviate the effects of the economic crisis on those most 
affected by it, the regime targeted its economic policies toward the poor-
est segments of society. To this end, the economics ministry distributed 
ration cards so that the poor could purchase basic goods and neces-
sities. The state instituted price controls and provided vouchers. It al-
located around 800,000 hectares of agricultural land to approximately 
220,000 peasant families in the provinces of Gurgan, Mazandaran, and 
Khuzestan.58 It further utilized a quarter of its annual budget to directly 
subsidize basic foodstuffs such as sugar, oil, and rice and to provide indi-
rect subsidies for electricity, sanitation, and piped water to both the rural 
and urban poor.59 Through the recently established revolutionary orga-
nization Jehad- e Sazandegi (Construction Jihad), the regime expanded 
infrastructure, building schools, roads, and libraries in the countryside 
and providing electricity, piped water, and health clinics to villages.60 
During the war, the regime also extended the scope of social welfare 
institutions, particularly that of the Imam Khomeini Relief Committee 
(IKRC), the largest welfare organization in Iran to date; the IKRC was 
tasked with providing for the needy as well as centralizing relief efforts 
during the war, coordinating logistical efforts, compensating the injured, 
and providing aid to the families of martyrs.61

The consequences of the regime’s wartime developmentalist policies 
were twofold. On the one hand, its social welfare projects, particularly 
in the countryside, brought rural populations into the urban fold, as 
“people, commodities, and sociocultural values and behavior began to 
move back and forth between rural and urban settings with ever greater 
ease.”62 As Kaveh Ehsani has noted, desires for upward mobility among 
many in the lower classes, reflected in their increased literacy, acquisi-
tion of jobs in the cities, and purchase of cars and electronic goods, were 
a direct by- product of the regime’s statist developmental push. On the 
other hand, the lower classes’ greater access to basic goods and social 
welfare as a result of national economic policies meant that their liveli-
hoods became increasingly reliant on the ebbs and flows of the market 
and domestic economic trends.63

This dependency proved tenuous with the end of the Iran- Iraq War 
in 1988. The subsequent death of Ayatollah Khomeini in 1989 ushered 
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in a new decade of postwar reconstruction and pragmatism under the 
presidency of Akbar Hashemi- Rafsanjani and the leadership of Ayatol-
lah Khomeini’s successor, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. After a decade of 
self- imposed economic isolation, Rafsanjani’s government— like those 
of many other countries at the time— endeavored to integrate itself into 
the new global economy by requesting technical assistance and credit 
approval from the International Monetary Fund (IMF).64 The resulting 
structural adjustment policy recommendations led to official promo-
tion of the standard economic liberalization model; in practice, however, 
opposition from more statist factions in the government resulted in a 
contradictory blend of liberalization with state- led economic reform.65 
Indeed, in an effort to maintain and expand on its revolutionary and 
wartime promises, the new government instituted a set of postwar social 
protections. This included the expansion of health insurance to previ-
ously uninsured segments of the population as well as a universal price 
subsidies scheme for bread, rice, cooking fuel, electricity, and gasoline. 
Price subsidies were to alleviate the financial burden created by the new 
government’s loosening of price controls.66

Rafsanjani’s intention with his economic agenda was to establish a 
period of growth- oriented planning that shifted the postwar ideological 
landscape from collective austerity to individual prosperity.67 As Raf-
sanjani stated, “Asceticism and disuse of holy consumption will create 
deprivation and a lack of drive to produce, work, and develop [economi-
cally].”68 In attempting to institute this liberal turn in Iran’s economy, 
Rafsanjani tasked a cadre of experts and specialists to effectively shape 
Iran’s developmental trajectory. Technocratic rule, sequentially, moti-
vated a postwar social order characterized by the popular valuation of 
educational credentialing, consumerism, and capital accumulation.69 
Iran’s march toward a global market economy created expansive urban 
development and urban migration and the rapid growth of highly afflu-
ent social groups. The war- drained economy experienced an upswing.

By 1991, however, the country’s economy took a turn for the worse. 
In an effort to maximize oil production, the government invested 
$5 billion in the oil sector in 1991; oil revenues nonetheless declined, 
dropping from $16 billion in 1991 to $14 billion in 1993, straining the 
economy.70 Adding to Iran’s economic woes, a sharp rise in non- oil 
imports ($28 billion in 1991) as compared to a moderate rise in ex-
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ports ($19 billion in 1992) triggered a trade deficit and increased Iran’s 
foreign debts.71 In order to mitigate the economic crisis, Rafsanjani’s 
government cut subsidies to large families, halved imports, and im-
plemented austerity measures.72 Rapid upsurges in inflation and un-
employment followed, particularly burdening Iran’s poor, who found 
it increasingly difficult to better their livelihoods. Finding that they 
could no longer afford to not work for pay, many lower- class women 
began entering the labor force for the first time,73 leading to a greater 
feminization of work, a trend I observed during the period of my field-
work (described in chapter 2).

The Rafsanjani- era economic crisis paved the way for Mohammad 
Khatami’s rise to power in 1997 and the emergence of a new reformist 
period in Iran. Khatami’s message of hope resonated with the disil-
lusioned urban masses, who had come to expect upward mobility in 
Iran’s postwar developmentalist state. Public discourse in Iran now 
centered on the ideas of civil society, rights, and “dialogue among civ-
ilizations.”74 Literacy rates increased, as 97 percent of those between 
the ages of six and twenty- nine became literate by the year 2000, and 
women came to constitute the majority (64 percent) of university stu-
dents.75 Social justice, a keyword during Khatami’s 1997 presidential 
campaign that alluded to the egalitarian promises of the revolution, 
was used to legitimate the expansion of Iran’s social welfare system, 
which helped lead to declines in absolute poverty rates.76

Nevertheless, Khatami’s welfare expansion only did so much to 
relieve the economic burdens of the disenfranchised. Welfare spend-
ing was concentrated on social insurance, a benefit enjoyed mainly 
by those— namely, the middle and upper classes— who worked in the 
regulated formal economic sector.77 Those who worked in the infor-
mal labor market, by virtue of their unregulated work, were much 
harder to enroll in welfare schemes, though some organizations such 
as the IKRC provided benefits based on need rather than employ-
ment status.78 Simultaneously, the Khatami administration resumed 
Rafsanjani’s liberal economic policies that aimed to incorporate the 
Islamic Republic into the international market economy. A new five- 
year plan aimed at the period from 2000 to 2004 called for economic 
reconstruction and comprised an ambitious program to privatize 
state- dominated industries, including the financial, telecommunica-

Hashemi_3p.indd   15 2/28/20   9:56 AM



16 | Introduction

tion, and power generation sectors.79 While the economy experienced 
growth as a result of the plan, a continued shortage of job opportunities 
led to persistent unemployment. Similarly, notwithstanding a 3.8 per-
cent increase in per capita income as a result of the government’s success 
in curbing the population growth rate,80 income inequality and percep-
tions of social inequality— fueled by thwarted expectations of economic 
prospects— endured.

The presidency of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in 2005 once again 
brought the revolution’s populist and conservative politics back to 
the table. Indeed, Ahmadinejad won on the double platform of rein-
forcing Iran’s national security and executing the populist promises 
of the revolutionary era in an effort to appease those who had felt 
increasingly frustrated by the slow pace of economic reforms during 
the Khatami era. Ahmadinejad positioned himself as a mostaz‘afin 
champion by promising to place Iran’s oil wealth on dinner tables. 
He appealed to resource- strapped but upwardly aspirant social 
groups who saw in Ahmadinejad a way to realize the socioeconomic 
mobility they had come to expect after years of state developmental 
efforts.

Ahmadinejad came to office at a time when global oil prices were at 
a high. This enabled his administration to inject oil revenue into the 
economy and increase spending on imports and domestic infrastruc-
ture projects, much to the dismay of critics who presciently argued 
that such fiscal policies would only fuel inflation, thereby blunting any 
benefits that would potentially accrue to the poor.81 Despite its statist 
inclinations and initial support of large- scale state subsidies for food 
and gasoline, the Ahmadinejad administration soon sought the guid-
ance of the International Monetary Fund to help shape its economic 
policies. A blended populist/private model emerged, whereby the gov-
ernment came to privatize state- owned enterprises, but provide low- 
income individuals with the dividend shares.82 The administration 
also cut price subsidies for petrol and for staple resources and services 
including bread and public transport, while stating that savings would 
be distributed to the lower classes.83 Despite the economic boom of 
the mid- 2000s, by the end of Ahmadinejad’s first term in 2009, infla-
tion was at an all- time high and unemployment, particularly among 
the youth population, continued to plague the economy.84
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Ahmadinejad entered his second term in office on the heels of a 
protest movement unseen in Iran’s post- revolutionary history. The de-
clared landslide win of Ahmadinejad against his primary opponent, 
Mir- Hossein Mousavi, prompted thousands of distraught Mousavi 
supporters— many of whom belonged to the newly emergent middle 
classes that had been educated through the developmental efforts of the 
regime85— to pour into the streets to dispute the election results, which 
they believed had been rigged. The unrest surrounding the election car-
ried into the future, influencing the administration’s economic policies. 
In December 2010, the Ahmadinejad government embarked on a sub-
sidies reform plan with the consultation of the International Monetary 
Fund. Under the targeted subsidies plan, all subsidies were to be gradu-
ally liberalized and eventually phased out by 2015.86 The cuts encom-
passed key consumer goods, including gasoline, natural gas, electricity, 
and food, and were “in line with recommendations from global finan-
cial organizations which advised Iran to get rid of a heavily subsidized 
economy if it wanted to boost its economic power.”87

While the administration initially planned to alleviate the economic 
burden of the subsidies cuts on the poor by providing targeted cash 
transfers solely to lower- income households, after the events of 2009, 
the transfers were universalized to include every Iranian household in 
an effort to appease Iran’s middle- income groups.88 In 2011 the govern-
ment began to provide monthly cash transfers in the amount of 45,000 
tomans (approximately 40 USD in 2011) to each household member.89 
Numerous low- income families I spoke with at the time found the cash 
transfers useful, but not sufficient to alleviate the difficulty of making 
ends meet in the wake of Iran’s steadily rising inflation. Subsequently, 
many turned to loans from family members, employers, and/or banks 
to supplement their incomes, a practice that often mired them in debt.

Incumbent President Hassan Rouhani has continued these transfers 
while cutting additional subsidies after assuming office in 2013. While 
cash transfers were initially provided to all households, families deemed 
high- income by the Rouhani administration have been excluded from 
the program since 2016.90 Notwithstanding, due to the plummeting 
value of the toman against the dollar and rising market prices, both in-
tensified by the U.S. withdrawal from the Iran Nuclear Deal,91 these al-
lowances have lost much of their value for the families they do target.
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Indeed, when President Rouhani took office in 2013, the exchange rate 
was around 3,600 tomans. This rate plummeted by 35 percent by April 
2018 due to fears of a breakdown of the nuclear deal and a return of sanc-
tions.92 By May 8, 2018, when U.S. President Donald Trump officially 
withdrew from the Iran Nuclear Deal, one dollar could be exchanged in 
Iran’s black market for around 6,700 tomans, while the government set 
its own official exchange rate at 4,200 tomans, deeming exchanges at any 
other rate illegal. Washington’s phased reimposition of sanctions, which 
ended in November 2018, led to a precipitous devaluation of the toman, 
which by April 2019 stood at around 14,000 tomans per dollar. Over the 
next three years, the economy is expected to shrink by 1.4 percent as oil 
exports are predicted to decline to half their current levels.93 Domestic 
economic protests— sparked by proposed increases in the price of basic 
goods in December 2017 and continuing in a more subdued fashion at 
the time of this writing as a result of increasing inflation— are testament 
to Iran’s weakened economy.94 Given the current state of economic af-
fairs, cash transfers have grown progressively more inadequate as a so-
cial safety net for Iran’s low- income groups. Facing one of the greatest 
economic recessions since the 1979 Revolution and the Iran- Iraq War, 
lower- class Iranians today, as in the past, shoulder the burden of Iran’s 
economic crisis.

Moving On Up

However, given the history of Iran’s lower strata to not only survive hard-
ship, but to advance, it is not a surprise that rather than accept their fate, 
the disenfranchised continue the battle for social mobility in the present 
day by relying on their own initiatives to improve their lot in life. Like 
those of past generations, the practices of the lower- class youth in this 
book are shaped not only by their position as underprivileged members 
of Iranian society, but also by the structure of constraints— and oppor-
tunities (described in chapter 1)— that they perceive to be surrounding 
them. To be sure, the post- revolutionary state’s attempts to incorporate 
Iran into the modern world economy simultaneously worked to raise 
the aspirations of these very same youth who have now come to expect 
and struggle for a better life for themselves than their parents had. Indi-
vidualistic strategies of mobility revolving around facework become 

Hashemi_3p.indd   18 2/28/20   9:56 AM



Introduction | 19

the defining feature of these attempts and situate these youth as active 
agents of change rather than as passive victims wholly susceptible to the 
ebbs and flows of the economy.95

Here, I take as my point of departure Harold Wilensky’s consolation 
prize theory of mobility, which asserts that people climb numerous lad-
ders throughout their lifetime and that “falling behind on one . . . may 
neither cause an irrevocable loss of social position nor yield much sense 
of deprivation; some other basis of social differentiation will provide a 
new start.”96 In this view, people who experience downward mobility in 
occupation may console themselves through various alternative mobility 
prizes, including “higher income in a lower-status job, entrepreneurship, 
intermarriage, [and] horizontal shifts to more pleasant work.”97 In its 
critique of empirical studies that focus exclusively on occupational tran-
sitions, particularly between generations, as the sole metric for social 
mobility, Wilsensky’s theory opens space for incorporating a person’s 
own mobility experiences and status shifts as a source of social change.98 
Early studies by Max Weber and Gino Germani, too, emphasized the 
importance of more discriminating analyses of mobility— analyses that 
disclose the multiple moves that a person makes throughout his life.99 
These initial studies argued that expectations of large leaps in occupa-
tional and economic success as a prerequisite for mobility gloss over 
all the other types of “short- distance”100 movements, both economic 
and social, that are subjectively meaningful for both the individual and 
his community. These small but meaningful incremental upward shifts, 
which I term incremental mobility, establish various status hierarchies 
according to which the mobile actor identifies himself in relation to 
his peers and perceives himself as doing well. These movements may 
further exert a significant influence on personal values and behavior.101 
Ethnographic studies in the Middle East, for instance, have shown how 
struggles to win small socioeconomic gains may confer a sense of dig-
nity to low- income actors.102

In the presence of socioeconomic deprivation and perceived struc-
tural rigidity, the youth in this book create an alternative basis of social 
differentiation to improve their lives, one deeply rooted in their at-
tachment to Iranian cultural norms. By publicly abiding by certain so-
cially sanctioned rules of behavior— that is, a moral code103— revolving 
around the cultural practice of saving face, face- savers become moral 
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actors by projecting an image of “goodness” in front of those with whom 
they “share[] activities, who provide material and emotional assistance, 
or both, and who receives the same in return.”104 Of course, these youth, 
in an attempt to define themselves and their place in the world, some-
times question the face rules and act in ways that contradict them in 
private. Nonetheless, they ultimately believe in the inherent worth of 
cultivating the moral virtues of the face system, deeming it the “right 
way” to live.105 A strongly shared system of values in the urban commu-
nities I studied contributed to a deeply embedded process of informal 
social control that further reinforced the merit of engaging in locally 
appropriate behavior.106 Doing so enabled face- savers to maintain their 
dignity in the face of economic degradation by providing them with 
moral benchmarks by which they could judge themselves in relation to 
others and by which others could evaluate their moral worth. Working 
to demonstrate their “goodness” simultaneously enabled face- savers to 
incrementally move on up within the social hierarchy of their communi-
ties, an opportunity that was denied to those who demonstratably lacked 
face. In this way, my findings indicate that the cultural homogeneity and 
cohesiveness that exists in these communities, create, as Jennifer Sher-
man argues, “greater social pressure on the poor to be culturally accept-
able according to the existing standards.”107

Morality, which is the socially sanctioned set of “norms and prescrip-
tions . . . [that pertain] to personal responsibilies and duties toward oth-
ers,” thus forms the foci of face- savers’ social worlds.108 Drawing from 
Sherman’s framing of moral capital as a tradeable resource used by the 
economically disadvantaged to gain community rewards, I argue that 
positive evaluations of their morality provide face- savers with a boost 
in status that also allows them to secure small yet meaningful social and 
economic benefits, which, in turn, operate to increase status gains. Such 
benefits have the net effect of integrating disenfranchised young men 
who are expected to become the future breadwinners of their families 
more fully into Iran’s socioeconomic scene while simultaneously provid-
ing a means by which poor young women are able to stand on a more 
equal economic footing with their male counterparts. Morality becomes 
what Pierre Bourdieu terms symbolic capital, a “symbolic boundary 
marker” that can facilitate access to other forms of real and symbolic 
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capital, such as connections or jobs among those most encumbered by 
Iran’s economic recessions.109

Incremental mobility is thus the outcome of a deep socially and cul-
turally patterned process that defines the rules of the face game or, as 
Peter Gries highlights, the “battle over the zero-sum resource of social 
status.”110 Acceptance and embrace of the rules become the way to win. 
The pages that follow will not only explore the face game, its context, 
and its rules, but also provide an on- the- ground description of the ways 
that face- savers play by the rules in their day- to- day lives. In the process, 
it is my hope that this book provides a window into the rich and some-
times contradictory socioeconomic and cultural order that constitutes 
present- day Iran.

Fieldwork

This study began with my initial entrance into the field in the summer 
of 2008, during which time I conducted preliminary fieldwork in the 
capital city of Tehran for a period of two months. The beginning of my 
fieldwork roughly coincided with Iran’s commodity- linked economic 
boom and a general atmosphere of increased consumption.111 In 2010 
I moved to the northern Iranian city of Sari to begin the official field-
work for this project. As my observations of daily life in Iran continued 
for almost two years through 2012 and persisted for thirteen months 
between the years 2013 through 2019, I was witness to the increasing 
imposition of foreign sanctions and an ensuing economic downturn that 
was marked by unprecedented stagflation. Throughout this time, the 
youth and the families I came to know looked on as daily life made a 
turn for the worse; their relentless pursuit of the good life was made that 
much harder in the wake of Iran’s economic crises.

The narratives presented in this study largely come from participant 
observation fieldwork I conducted in low- income neighborhoods and 
homes as well as in parks, streets, and shopping sites in the cities of Sari 
and Tehran. While noting how people expressed their opinions, morals, 
and attitudes, I strategically positioned myself to observe their behavior 
as well as to listen to— and many times participate in— their conversa-
tions.112 While there was no fixed sample size in this type of commu-
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nity observational study, over the years that I conducted fieldwork, I 
spent enough time at various sites to be able to find recurring patterns 
in people’s observable practices and discourses. Unstructured, informal 
interviews with forty- four low- income youth in Sari and Tehran, largely 
revolving around individual aspirations, cultural beliefs about saving 
face, role models, and opinions of family and community, reinforced 
the observational data and provided additional narratives of how young 
people managed under conditions of economic hardship.

The youth in this study ranged in age from fifteen to twenty- nine 
years and predominately came from households where the median 
monthly income was equivalent to or lower than the minimum wage 
at the time of fieldwork.113 Between 2010 and 2019, the minimum wage 
in Iran ranged anywhere from around 400,000 to 1,500,000 tomans per 
month. Because of inflation and sanctions, the value of the Iranian rial 
took a tremendous nosedive during the course of my research. While in 
2010, 1 dollar was approximately the equivalent of 1,000 tomans, in 2019, 
1 dollar was approximately 14,000 tomans.114 To compensate, minimum 
wage rose during this time period, thus accounting for the drastic differ-
ence in income levels of the individuals I knew.

Most of the youth I knew were either high school graduates or in high 
school. Some were high school dropouts. Few were college students. For 
those who were working, occupations were diverse: peddlers, low- wage 
service workers in the informal economy, housewives, seamstresses, car-
penters, entrepreneurs, and shop and salon apprentices.115

The majority of the time I spent in the field in Iran occurred in the 
northern capital city of Sari in Mazandaran province, located near the 
Caspian coastline. Of the years I spent conducting fieldwork in Iran, 
I also engaged in conversations with and observations of residents in 
the payin- e shahr (low- income areas) of Tehran. In both cities, I also 
found that observations and encounters with residents in the bala- ye 
shahr (uptown areas) provided a more holistic understanding of the 
norms, values, and practices of the youth I was studying. Using Teh-
ran as an additional site of inquiry allowed me to verify the themes 
in thought, discourse, and practice that I was observing in the more 
provincial locale of Sari. I initially chose Tehran and Sari because they 
differ substantially in size and in economies, are located in two different 
environmental zones, and have distinct urban configurations. Tehran is 
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the national capital, the heart of Iran’s industries, and one of the largest 
cities in the world. Rural- urban migration to Tehran has created a large 
urban poor youth population whose experiences are shaped by spatial 
dynamics not present in provincial cities like Sari. Indeed, there is a 
distinct geographical divide by class lines in Tehran, with the major-
ity of Tehran’s poor concentrated in the southern districts of the capi-
tal. Middle classes commonly occupy the middle segments of the city 
and upper classes reside in the north. Alternatively, the second capital, 
Sari, is host to a relatively more integrated poor urban youth popula-
tion that is not nearly as cordoned off geographically according to class, 
although poor areas do exist in Sari, as I describe in detail below. The 
presence of these divergent urban configurations in Sari and Tehran 
thus initially provided an ideal comparative axis for assessing the effect 
of social- structural contexts on individual perceptions of opportunities 
and incentives. Despite these structural variations, I ultimately came 
to observe similar trends in thought, practice, and discourse in both 
cities that are reflected in the narrative examples and quotes presented 
in this book.

As other ethnographers have described of their own fieldwork, my 
fieldwork similarly entailed “hanging out,” namely, watching, listen-
ing, participating in activities, and/or talking to individuals wherever 
I turned up,116 all the while paying particular attention to patterns in 
thought and lived experience, as evidenced through their conversations 
and daily practices.117 I hung out in homes, neighborhoods, mosques, 
and shops— anywhere I thought that lower- class youth and families 
lived, worked, or frequented. I used my own personal networks and 
preexisting friendships in Iran to establish my legitimacy as a trusted 
member of the community. In so doing, I was able to create rapport with 
the young men and women, thereby enabling me to hang out and engage 
in conversations with them.

Hanging out also involved spending time with youth in their homes 
or in local institutions such as coffee shops, boutiques, and bookstores. 
At other times, I participated in activities ranging from teaching Eng-
lish to helping out with occasional household chores. I also volunteered 
on several occasions in four nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) 
located in Tehran and two NGOs located in Sari whose missions were 
to provide charitable and educational services to low- income youth and 
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their families. My observations in the NGOs, particularly those located 
in Tehran, were important in that they enabled me to observe some of 
the most impoverished districts of the capital city and a large cross sec-
tion of its members, understanding, in the process, some of their shared 
struggles, concerns, and values. I also learned of the criteria that some 
of the more privileged members of the community— the NGO workers 
themselves— used as benchmarks to measure youth who “succeeded.”

In all of these activities, my primary goal was to learn as much as 
possible about how youth managed their daily lives and how they at-
tempted to improve their lot in life. I shared meals and endless cups of 
hot tea with families. I walked with youth as they went about their daily 
errands. I listened to young men and women as they joked, worried, and 
formulated strategies to deal with school, money, recreational activities, 
employment, friendships, and relationships. I observed the environ-
ments in which they lived, ate, worked, and interacted with community 
members, with neighbors, with parents, and with siblings. I listened to 
them as they talked about their desires, hope, dreams, and expectations. 
As Daniel Dohan has noted, this process of spending time with differ-
ent residents in a variety of different locations allows the researcher to 
capture as broad a “cross section of experiences” as possible, thereby 
enabling a more representative “slice of life” in low- income communities 
than a more limited ethnographic focus on a specific site or group would 
have allowed.118 This data collection strategy of maximizing the cross 
section of youth I observed informs the analytic ethnographic method-
ology that lies at the heart of this study.119

To be able to navigate within Iran’s maze of cultural nuances and 
its social life, in particular, takes a great deal of perseverance. The fact 
that I was a middle- class female who did not grow up in the country 
meant that I was not a true insider and prevented me from being privy 
to certain conversations and gaining access to certain sites that someone 
not from my background may have been able to observe. I was seen as 
comparatively different from the youth that I was studying, someone 
whose social and economic experiences were fundamentally distinct 
from those around me. My gender meant that I was not able to engage 
in many conversations with groups of young men or to sit in teahouses 
and enter sports arenas, both of which were largely the domain of men. 
However, my ethnic background as an Iranian and the fact that I was 
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close in age to many of the youth that I came to know made me privy 
to forms of knowledge that I would not have had access to otherwise. 
My shared identity and language with my informants and my own past 
experiences of having both lived in and visited the country growing up 
ultimately helped me to gain their acceptance. It further enabled me to 
be sensitive to cultural cues embedded within my informants’ behavior 
that facilitated my analyses.

Being female meant that I was wise to conversations and gained ac-
cess to realms that were not easily available to men, including women’s 
salons, beaches, and female gatherings. Ultimately, I found that being 
seen as somewhat of an outsider became an asset to me, as both young 
men and women were more willing to share personal details of their 
lives with me, knowing that I would not divulge their information to 
their friends or families. Through my conversations, observations, and 
friendships, I became an onlooker to the rhythm of daily life among 
some of Iran’s most disadvantaged. I shared moments of solitude and 
prayer with them as well as instances of sheer joy, including weddings, 
social functions, and workplace lunches. In all of this, I was witness not 
just to their struggles for dignity, but also to their incredible resilience 
in the face of adversity.

While this book revolves around the theme of saving face, I initially 
entered the field to understand how young, poor Iranians manage under 
conditions of hardship. What I eventually came to find as my fieldwork 
progressed was that normative values revolving around how one should 
present oneself in front of others exerted a strong influence on these 
young people’s everyday choices and coping strategies, and the way oth-
ers reacted to them. In short, I found that culture, as manifested through 
saving face, structured social life among these youth. What this meant 
for me, as an interlocutor and a participant in their lives, was that I had 
to learn how to modify my own behavior in order to similarly save face 
in the settings in which I found myself.

This entailed wearing a manto and head shawl even in the privacy 
of my interlocutors’ homes, despite the fact I had grown accustomed 
to taking these clothing items off among my own circle of friends and 
family.120 Saving face also necessitated that I was not seen socializing 
with unrelated men in public, reserving my conversations with men in 
family settings, during my tutoring sessions, or through my interviews. 
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My own subdued mannerisms further helped me a great deal, as they 
were aligned with cultural expectations of female behavior and facili-
tated my evaluation as a ba shakhsiyat (with character/reputable) young 
woman.121 Being the daughter of a seyyed (a descendant of the Prophet 
Mohammad) was also a key factor in the warm reception I received by 
one community member that I knew of and the tutoring sessions she 
helped facilitate for me among a group of young men.

Being a doctoral student (and later, a professor) from America con-
stituted one of the greatest facilitators of my acceptance into many of 
these communities. It was not only a sign of my work ethic, literacy, 
and perceived financial standing, but, in many ways, my work was as-
sociated with being a farhangi (cultured) and ba kelas (classy) person. 
As the young men and women I knew held aspirations to advance both 
educationally and in terms of their careers, I was often seen as a conduit 
for information about universities, classes, and entrepreneurial ventures 
in the United States.122

During the course of my fieldwork, there were many times when it 
was not possible to take notes during the course of normal interactions 
and observations in the midst of casual conversations. During these 
times, I often resorted to typing detailed, systematic notes of observa-
tions, interactions, and conversations immediately at the conclusion of 
each day’s fieldwork, thus averting any lapses in memory that could mis-
construe people’s speech patterns. I analyzed my written observations by 
coding themes in my interlocutors’ behavior and speech and the mean-
ings that they attributed to their practices.123 The relationship between 
saving face and socioeconomic opportunity emerged as dominant in the 
observations.

As the fieldwork was conducted among native Persian speakers, all 
of the quotes in this text are my own English translations of the original 
Persian. Following sociological conventions of informant confidential-
ity, I have used fictitious names throughout this book to identify people, 
streets, most neighborhoods, and most establishments. To further pro-
tect informants’ anonymity, I have also occasionally changed identifying 
details.
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Sari

While much has been written on Tehran, the capital of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran and the country’s largest city, very few sources have 
mentioned Sari, despite its historical significance.124 The capital of 
Mazandaran, Sari is home to around half a million people.125 Bordered 
by the Caspian Sea in the north and protected by the Alborz mountain 
range in the south, Mazandaran’s strategic location meant that it was 
one of the last regions of Iran to strongly resist, for a time, the conquer-
ing armies of the Arabs when they entered the former Caspian coastal 
provinces of the Sasanian Empire in 650– 651 CE.126

During this time, Tabarestan— the former name of Mazandaran— was 
ruled by local rulers or espahbad who formed the Dabuyid dynasty of 
Tabarestan.127 Farrukhan the Great, the second espahbad of the Dabuyid 
dynasty, founded the seat of the dynasty, the city of Sari.128 The Dabuy-
ids ruled Tabarestan from their capital in Sari until 761, when they were 
conquered by the Abbasid empire under the rule of the Caliph Al- 
Mansur.129 In the eighteenth century, Sari once again became a signifi-
cant base, as Agha Mohammad Khan, the founder of the Qajar dynasty, 
established his center of rule there until 1786, when he transferred it to 
Tehran.130

While it never again served as the imperial heart of Iran, Sari re-
mained an important center. As the provincial capital, Sari was the 
residence of the governor general (who was often a Qajar prince), as-
sociated high- ranking civil and military personnel, and the governor 
prince’s entourage of other Qajar princes and princesses.131 The presence 
of these individuals fostered an aristocratic atmosphere in the capital 
city, and by the early nineteenth century, one could sense a clear social 
stratification in Sari, with a person’s class, appearance, and mannerisms 
determining the position he occupied in the city’s social structure.132 In-
deed, the social structure of the province during this time was similar to 
that of a cone, with the prince governor occupying the top, subordinate 
governors and military commanders, merchants, clergy, artisans, and 
petty landowners occupying the middle, and the peasantry occupying 
the base.133 However, by 1843, with the decline of the economy and the 
removal of the prince governor, the social stratification of Sari, at least 
at the top of the cone, changed: the landowning class and military force 
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occupied a higher position than the governor general and merchants, 
who fell in their social position and wealth.134 Nevertheless, despite 
these changes at the top of the cone, Sari’s distinct social status hierar-
chy remained intact.

During the reign of Reza Shah Pahlavi (1925– 1941), Sari turned into 
an important site of infrastructural development when it became host to 
a major railway station on the Trans- Iranian Railway line. Completed in 
1938 and constituting Iran’s first railway line, the Trans- Iranian Railway 
connected the northern port of Bandar Shah in the Caspian to Sari and 
extended to the port of Bandar Shahpur (linked to the city of Dezful) 
in the Persian Gulf.135 By going through Mazandaran’s mountainous 
terrain, the line further provided easy access from the provincial capi-
tal of Sari to the nation’s capital at Tehran. As a symbol of the Pahlavi 
regime’s aspirations for modernization, the railway laid the foundation 
for further economic development in provinces including Mazandaran. 
Indeed, by 1941, there were more than fifty thousand wage earners (up 
from fewer than a thousand in 1925) employed in Iran’s large factories, 
75 percent of which were concentrated in Tehran, Tabriz, Isfahan, Gilan, 
and Mazandaran.136 Rapid industrial growth thus made Mazandaran, 
like Tehran, a hub of economic growth, paving the way for rural migra-
tion to its cities, particularly during the reign of Mohammad Reza Shah 
(1941– 1979).

As in Tehran province, rural- urban migration to the cities of Ma-
zandaran province began in earnest in the 1960s and continues to the 
present day. Many of the first-  and second- generation rural migrants in 
Sari who constituted the bulk of my research resided in the peri- urban 
neighborhoods that partly comprise the payin- e shahr of the city located 
behind the city’s railway tracks. Others, like the Karimis, resided in the 
peri- urban, low- income neighborhoods of Aftab Avenue in the perim-
eter of the city— also considered the payin- e shahr— which leads to the 
Caspian coastline.137

Throughout the course of my research in Sari, many migrants would 
often speak about how they were going to visit their families and homes 
in their mahal (village), suggesting their strong bond with their villages 
of origin and solid, trans- regional kinship ties.138 Despite their separa-
tion from their extended family members and the economic hardships 
they faced in Sari, these migrants struggled on in the city, hoping that a 
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move to Sari, widely considered one of Iran’s main agricultural, touristic, 
and farming hubs, would steadily improve their lot in life and distin-
guish them from their rural counterparts. Many family members who 
stayed behind in the villages similarly considered a move to Sari as in-
dicative of a better life. “When we go back to Mashhad,” Mohammad 
Karimi’s thirteen- year- old sister, Farnaz, told me with a smile one day, 
“they say, ‘oh you’re Northerners now!’ They don’t even know where the 
North is! When we tell them we went to the sea, they say ‘lucky for 
you!’” Relatives saw the Karimis’ migration to Sari and its accompani-
ments— a house of one’s own and trips to the sea— as luxuries attainable 
to the lucky few who risked making the move. Farnaz, in turn, implic-
itly mocked these family members for their lack of knowledge and at-
tempted to draw distinctions between her own sociocultural knowledge 
and that of her more rural kin.

Comprising the main hub of social, economic, and cultural activity 
in Mazandaran, Sari has steadily urbanized over the years to encom-
pass neighborhoods like the one where the Karimis live and which, at 
one point, consisted of rural farmlands. Luxury shopping malls, uni-
versities, fast- food restaurants, and traditional coffeehouses mimick-
ing those found in the heart of the city have sprung up along Aftab 
Avenue. Homes like the Karimis’ are located on Aftab’s side roads, 
where they stand disjointedly near beautifully constructed villas of the 
middle-  and upper- class Saravi residents who have chosen to move 
away from the hustle of the city center and live in these more quiet, 
pastoral neighborhoods.139

The heart of Sari itself has grown into a small metropolitan area, 
where one can find many of the amenities that once existed only in 
megacities like Tehran. Because cultural institutions dominate in Sari, as 
they do in Tehran, it was often hard for me to tell the difference between 
some of the places and services I frequented and used in Sari and their 
equivalents in Tehran. Online food service deliveries, upscale Western- 
style cafés, art galleries, bookstores, restaurants, malls, various colleges 
and universities, cultural houses, music centers, gyms, and museums are 
scattered throughout the main arteries of the city. Due to its relatively 
small size, it is easy to traverse Sari by bus and/or inexpensive taxi lines, 
making the entire city— and these facilities— accessible to a wide swath 
of the population, including many of the youth I knew.
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In 2018, Sari, under the supervision of then mayor Mehdi Obouri, had 
become a competitive candidate for gaining status as a kalanshahr (me-
tropolis), thus opening the way for Sari to become one of Iran’s major 
cities. Many Saravis I knew— regardless of their class background— were 
proud to call Sari their home and considered living in Sari a step up 
from living in Iran’s other small provincial towns. Youth like Moham-
mad and Farnaz Karimi saw living in Sari as a manifestation of their 
upward mobility, and most, like their Tehrani counterparts, had aspira-
tions for a better socioeconomic life than that of their parents. In an 
attempt to make their dreams a reality, they found it imperative to keep 
up appearances.

Face- Savers in Sari and Tehran

While the youth I observed and spoke with over the years were a varied 
group that included farm laborers, artists, street vendors, hairstylists, and 
students, despite their diversity, they were all deeply aware of the fact that 
they had to protect their face from loss in order to uphold their various 
societal standings.140 This was not an easy task. These youth constituted 
part of the bottom rung of Iranian society and were often referred to in 
the elite’s common parlance as dehatis from the payin-e shahr. In Tehran, 
this payin- e shahr comprises the southern areas of the city, south of Teh-
ran’s grand bazaar. Sari, despite its more integrated urban configuration, 
nevertheless has some neighborhoods where the majority of residents 
are lower- income rural- urban migrants. While one may find middle- 
class people who opt to live in these areas because of the low cost of 
housing and proximity to their businesses, the majority of the inhabit-
ants are rural migrants from the poor and working classes. Poverty has 
an outward, physical dimension in both cities: the further south one 
goes in Tehran, the more congested the streets, apartment buildings, 
and houses become. Physical signs give away one’s low socioeconomic 
status as soon as one approaches the streets that demarcate the southern 
portions of the capital city. In Sari, poverty is often demarcated by the 
exposed, unfinished exteriors of houses and apartment buildings, the 
lack of paved roads, the spotty presence of urban infrastructure, and the 
presence of domestic fowl in alleyways and residential backyards.
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Sari, notwithstanding the presence of these low- income neighbor-
hoods, has a geographically more integrated class structure than does 
Tehran, the latter which is divided into north- south and east- west axes 
according to class. This characteristic largely distinguishes Tehran from 
the traditional Iranian city, where historically both the rich and poor 
lived in the same neighborhood or next door to one another because 
the kin structure required more prosperous family members to support 
those less advantaged: “this prevented any embarrassment that might 
arise from the poverty and deprivation of a close relative.”141 Despite 
the recent construction of apartment complexes, highways, and wide 
avenues, Sari has more or less retained this traditional city fabric.

Alternatively, in Tehran, construction efforts under the Shah led 
to the creation of a new city fabric in the capital, which can be seen 
today in the city’s sprawling wide avenues and Western- style houses 
and apartment complexes, as well as in the geographic division of social 
classes. This north- south/east- west duality, however, has been reduced 
to some extent in recent years with the construction of highways linking 
the north and the south. The establishment of cultural institutions and 
metro stations in the south have further enabled Tehranis from all social 
classes, like their Saravi counterparts, easy access to various parts of the 
city (see chapter 1).

Many of the youth I spoke with and who lived in south Tehran or in 
Sari’s lower- income neighborhoods came from rural migrant families 
who originally resided in the villages surrounding Tehran and Sari. Their 
migration is one in a long line of rural- urban migration that has charac-
terized Iran for the past several decades. Post- revolutionary (1979– 1988) 
Mazandaran was one of the few provinces outside Tehran that was par-
ticularly accommodating to the needs of these low- income migrants, as 
the Islamic regime, through the Urban Land Organization, transferred 
undeveloped and abandoned tracts of land to low- income groups that 
lacked land and housing ownership.142 The history of land provision in 
the province coupled with Mazandaran’s rich soil and fertile climate has 
meant that many of these households are economically above the na-
tional average.143 Mazandaran is further home to a vibrant civil soci-
ety scene; it has the third- highest number of NGOs in Iran,144 many of 
which are targeted to improving the quality of life for low- income and 
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marginalized groups. In 2004, for instance, Mazandaran was host to 645 
NGOs, comprising 8.1 percent of the total number of NGOs in Iran, 
while Tehran was host to 1,225 NGOs, comprising 15.4 percent of the 
total number of NGOs in the country.145 Indeed, for its part, Tehran is 
host to the largest share of NGOs in Iran; post- revolutionary economic 
policy also saw Tehran as the largest distributor of confiscated land.146

Unique about such post- revolutionary social empowerment pro-
grams has been their ability to normalize aspirations across classes. The 
motivations, strategies, and choices of some Saravi and Tehrani youth 
can be explained by their internalization of their desires for a better 
life— desires that have been actively cultivated in a climate characterized 
by pro- poor state measures.147 How do youth act out their ambitions 
and negotiate their status within such environments? The following 
pages attempt to answer just that.

Précis of the Book

The central argument of this book is that within conditions of poverty, 
cultural practices— in this case, the face system— provide some youth in 
Iran with an alternative basis of social differentiation to improve their 
lives. Each of the chapters expounds on this premise. The first chap-
ter of this book explores the history and structure of facework in Iran. 
Upon examining the interlinkages between saving face and cultural 
norms of modesty, I argue that face- savers uphold a moral code that is 
comprised of four rules in order to mitigate threats to their face. These 
rules, which consist of self- sufficiency, hard work, purity, and appear-
ance, serve as moral evaluative distinctions by which face- savers can 
measure their own integrity vis- à- vis their peers, and by which oth-
ers in their community can evaluate the face- saver’s moral worth. This 
leads to a micro- system of stratification within low- income communi-
ties, whereby those who have saved face hold a higher status than those 
who have not. In the absence of clear economic distinctions among 
poor youth, the face system and the rules it encompasses are an alter-
native pathway to incrementally moving up the proverbial ladder. The 
face rules provide the young men and women who successfully abide by 
them with a form of symbolic moral capital that they can then “trade in” 
for social and economic benefits.148 The greater their perceived moral 
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stock, the greater the ability of face- savers to use their moral capital to 
expand their social and economic opportunities.

Chapter 2 examines the moral norms surrounding hard work and self- 
sufficiency. The importance of face among face- savers primarily hinges 
on their ability to be seen as economically self- sufficient, responsible, 
and hardworking. For young men, evidence of economic self- sufficiency 
and work ethic is key for proving their worth and masculinity to oth-
ers in the community. This push to be seen as “responsible enough” or 
“man enough,” in turn, stipulates the prioritization of jobs that pay rela-
tively well over the status of the job. Whether the work itself is morally 
ambiguous— such as dealing goods in the black market or swindling 
customers— is not important for saving face as long as young men can 
get away with a lie. Similarly, for young women, work is one of the pri-
mary means by which they can avert threats to their own and their fam-
ily’s face and signal to peers that they are doing well for themselves. 
While economic deprivation is the primary driver of these women’s ini-
tial entry into the labor force, the sustained appeal of work is the direct 
consequence of its ability to enable young women to be seen as good 
and competent daughters and wives. Those young men and women who 
can demonstrate that they are self- sufficient hard workers— and have 
the street smarts, family support, and risk- taking abilities to assist in the 
effort— are often the first to be incentivized by others.

Chapter 3 turns outward, examining the physical dimension of 
facework. I argue that the risk of losing face among face- savers hinges 
primarily on being exposed as poor. The stigma attached to wearing un-
kempt clothes, not being “with it,” having a low- status job, or living in 
a barely furnished house leads youth to take calculated steps to pres-
ent a middle- class front to others. Posturing through manipulation of 
one’s mannerisms and physical appearance is the most effective means 
of doing so. In the acquisition of moral capital, one’s physical appear-
ance, knowledge about what’s in fashion, and consumption of the “right” 
things become tokens in the face game. By presenting themselves as ba 
kelas and belonging to middle- class society, face- savers are able to ex-
tend their personal networks to encompass the right people: those who 
can facilitate their actual entrée into the world of the middle class.

Chapter 4 takes us inward, exploring the rise of public moral dis-
courses surrounding the proper Islamic citizen. It describes how the 
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Iranian cultural sphere has been defined and redefined to produce an 
image of the model young Muslim. I show how these discourses have 
been co- opted by face- savers and their communities to give rise to pre-
scriptions about what constitutes morally pure behavior. Since such be-
havior is perceived by communities to be a manifestation of one’s inner 
moral compass, families discipline face- savers to be hyper- vigilant in 
their conduct and often discourage them from spending much time in 
public spaces “hanging out” with friends. Face- savers, too, are hyper- 
aware of their public behavior at any given moment, taking pains to 
ensure that they publicly demonstrate their inner goodness and work to 
hide any deviations from the norm. Ultimately, in proving their purity 
and differentiating themselves from morally impure others, face- savers 
are able to gain jobs and access to influential others.

In the conclusion, I discuss the implications of facework for our un-
derstanding of morality and socioeconomic mobility in the face of hard-
ship. By imparting incremental social and economic “wins,” facework 
provides a low- cost, high- impact tactic to improve one’s lot in life in 
contemporary Iran. Simultaneously, in playing the face game day in and 
day out, one comes to embody the moral dispositions endorsed by the 
game. While it remains unclear how far the game can take a person, 
what is certain is that facework reveals a new arena for citizen engage-
ment in Iran, one that simultaneously revolves around claims to one’s 
right to dignity and to a better life.
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