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Abstract

This paper presents a qualitative study of Iranian youth in the Iran-Iraq war. Through state interventions, the war, and youth’s self-promotion, intra- and inter-generational relations were politicized and incorporated into the project of nation-state formation in distinctly gendered ways. It finds that the mobilization of youth for the war empowered them to challenge the political moral authority of the domestic patriarch, on the one hand, while repositioning them as subordinates within state patriarchy on the other.    

Relevance to Development Studies

The research historicizes the development processes of nations and youth as a social category by investigating the social impact of youth’s participation in state projects of war. It highlights the ways in which gender and generational categories constitute social relations and links them to nascent state formation. It contributes to development studies by highlighting the centrality of youth, as a generational category, in modern social processes.  
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Chapter 1
Introduction

For many Iranians in their 40’s and older, life is divided between a “before” and an “after”—the line of demarcation being the 1979 revolution. Regardless of where one stands in political orientation and social status, there is a shared sentiment that just as the country changed irrevocably, so did their individual lives. But if the revolution signalled a change in the trajectory of young people’s lives, it was the Iran-Iraq war (1980-1988) that determined the form and content of that change. 

Like many Iranians of that period, I remember the early euphoric days of the revolution fondly, when spirits were high and anything seemed possible. And like many children of that period, I remember the day Iraqi airplanes entered Iranian airspace and bombed several cities because it was the day before the opening of the school year. Immediately after, Iranians were informed that the country was at war, thus beginning an 8-year long conflict that towards its end, had made war “a central, inescapable fact of life” (Chubin and Tripp 1988: 68). My family joined the small wave of Iranians who had the means and access to leave the country, which we did a year after the war’s start. We were compelled to leave for two reasons: Because of the political crackdown that had begun, my parents involvement with a leftist secular political group put them at risk for arrest. Furthermore, my older teenage brother was approaching the age of military service and my parents wanted to protect him from the warfront. 

When I returned to live in Iran 18 years later, I came to know paternal cousins who fought at the front, became highly educated, and whose increase in status raised their families’ status as well. I also came to know the maternal side of my family whose children and parents did not seem to fare as well. There were cousins who barely finished high school, whose brothers or fathers had escaped the country, and those who managed to earn a university degree were struggling to find employment that matched their educational levels. In trying to learn about my adult cousins and understand who they were, I had to know not only who was the daughter and son of which aunt or uncle, but I also needed to know their relationship to the state. For most of my cousins, the particular relationship they had with the state and the social trajectories that were enabled as a result, was established in their youth during the war. 

Research Focus

This research presents a qualitative study of the experiences of women and men who were youth during the war. The war generation deserves special attention because they were targeted by the state to actualize the Islamic Republic’s founding values and ideology. This study examines how youth’s mobilization in the war reconfigured social relations and disrupted traditional patriarchal relations along the way.  

The study finds that youth’s war participation increased their social status and challenged the authority of the domestic patriarch, the father. For male youth, this was achieved through participation in the front. For female youth, it was achieved through their participation in the support lines and in the home. This transformation was enabled by the three factors: The state, which valorized youth as political actors; the war, which provided the vehicle for their political action; and the youth, who promoted themselves. Through their political participation, youth brought state authority into family spaces and thus enabled the relocation of patriarchal authority from the domestic patriarch to the state. 

Research Relevance, Objectives and Questions

My research is informed by meeting two objectives: 

· To examine youth participation in state wars 

· To explore the social impact of war on youth and the family 

In line with the objectives, the research poses the following question: 

How did youth participation in the Iran-Iraq war affect patriarchal social relations in Iran? 

Sub-questions:

· How did the state mobilize youth in the war efforts? 

· How did youth mobilization reconfigure intra- and inter-generational relations? 

Structure of the Paper

This paper continues by presenting the methodology in the remaining section of this chapter. Chapter 2 presents the context of the research. Chapter 3 discusses and integrates the concepts of youth, generation, patriarchy, and gender into an analytical framework. The findings from the fieldwork are presented in Chapters 4 and 5. Chapter 6 concludes. 

Methodology and Data

Primary Data

I conducted semi-structured interviews with 10 women and 10 men who were born in the 1960’s and early 1970’s and were youth during the war. Although age definitions are often arbitrary, to limit my sample, I defined youth as being between 14-25 years of age. I selected the age of 14 because that was commonly the age of transition from middle to high school education. Progressing to a higher level of education is a transition that not many children are able to make. Leaving school at around the age of 14 often inaugurates their exit out of childhood, which commonly is marked by families’ increased expectation of their children to contribute to the household. Girls are expected to take an increasing role in domestic responsibilities or get married, while boys engage in productive labor. 

For the past two generations, families have increasingly come to value education as the best path for future economic wellbeing (Friedl 2003:159). Hence, schooling becomes an important indicator for the wellbeing of the child as well as the family. So while there is no fixed age of transition out of childhood and lines of demarcation vary according to context and history, I have chosen to use education as the social marker instead of, for example, Islamic law, which defines the age of maturity at 9 for girls and 15 for boys. 

In selecting my sample, I tried to include a diverse array of situations that would have been commonly experienced during the war. In light of the context of this particular war, I interviewed child soldiers, young people who lived in the war zone and became refugees, youth who attended university under bombardment, and youth who had family that were killed in the war. Informants came from different geographical locations and ethnicities throughout Iran and they lived in both rural and urban settings. Furthermore, the informants came from families of different social classes and cultures (religious, traditional, secular, Western-oriented). Individual education levels also varied: Informants with the highest education included one male physician and a female Phd holder. Except for two men and one woman, the other 15 informants had earned their high school diploma. 

I also interviewed two employees of the state-run Foundation of the Martyrs, who provided services to families of war martyrs. Lastly, I visited and received an informal tour of the unfinished War Veterans’ Museum that was still being built and spoke with a staff member who worked in the documentation section. 

Secondary Data

I read excerpts of memoirs written by women who were youth during the war. I watched a 6-hour state-produced documentary and also several feature films about the war that were produced and released in Iran. The employee of the documentation section in the War Veterans’ Museum also provided me with three pages of statistics on the profiles of war martyrs that had been compiled by the Foundation of the Martyrs. 

Research Scope and Limitations

The research does not set out to analyze the ideologies that shaped youth lives and identities. Rather it is concerned with the material effects of ideology, the social practices of youth, and their engagement with the institutions that affected their lives. 

After 30 years, speaking about the war can still be a sensitive issue. There is the political context that hinders open articulation: Public discussions about the Iran-Iraq war have been largely monopolized by the state, which propagates a particular narrative that serves to legitimize its existence. This research investigates the social dimensions of the war period, so I refrained from making or inviting any claims and evaluations about the war itself, because they could have been perceived as political statements about the state.

Because war veterans and their families receive a range of benefits from the state, I wanted to know the extent to which my informants used them. However, it soon became apparent that soldiers who had fought in the Basij were reluctance to talk about any entitlements that they or their families received, which include preferential selection for university, public sector jobs, housing, and bank loans, among others. I understood this reluctance to be due to the current unpopularity of the benefits among many Iranians who perceive them as a kind of cronyism. It also spoke to my positionality as an outsider who did not come from a war veteran family and who, my informants probably assumed, would judge them. Furthermore, the volunteer soldiers are held up to be the most ideologically committed to the war and least motivated by material benefits. While the reality is much more complicated, the dominant state narrative prefers to valorize them as spiritually motivated only. Therefore, their reluctance to speak about material benefits spoke to the power of the state’s narrative and the men’s choice to be identified with that narrative. 

While my informants often evaded questions about the impact of entitlements in their own lives, no one directly denied using them. And the impact was not hard to discern. Most of the male interviewees worked in the public sector. Among the women who worked in the public sector, one had a brother who was killed in the front and the other was a war widow. In short, I was able to compare their responses with knowledge I already had about the state’s policies. While these policies were not publicly available to me as documentation, my interviews with two employees of the Foundation for the Martyrs and War Veterans—which is the main institution responsible for providing benefits—provided me with important information on policy and practice. 

Lastly, this research acknowledges the methodological challenges in examining past youths through personal narratives. Using memory is a tricky venture since the way people recount their past is partly based on their current contexts, discourses and practices (Brannen 2004: 425). Yet, history is also preserved in individuals. Combining knowledge of the individual and knowledge of social structures can yield “insights into the complexities of social life as they unfold within specific historical periods” (Brannen 2004: 410). So this study does not examine how time-lapses structure memory, but rather treats narratives of the past as a witnessing to historical events.

Chapter 2
Research Context 

This chapter discusses the historical and conceptual relevance of examining Iranian youth during the Iran-Iraq war. It is followed by a discussion of the social and political context that framed youth's emergence as a war generation.

The Value of Looking Back 

Youth and the Missing War Years 

Youth became a topic of interest to Iran scholars only after the war, when they emerged as a collective force, with common anxieties, demands, and identities (Bayat 2010:40). Although they are recognized as critical revolutionary actors in the movement that overthrew the Shah (Bayat; Abrahamian), few studies have examined youth formation during the war years. While there has been research on how the culture of martyrdom shaped soldiers at the front (Varzi 2005), little research has investigated the centrality of youth on social relations during the war. This is may be due to the weakness of civil society and to the state’s domination over society during the war period (Panah). Non-state resources that could help reveal social life during the war, such as the media or civil society institutions, practically did not exist. So there is very little information regarding society during the war period. 

When scholars discuss the social position of youth during the war years, it is usually in the context of the state’s domination of political and social life (Bayat 2005; Khatam 2009). Youth are often portrayed as objects of state structures that positioned them as either victims or tools: The state created young soldiers by indoctrinating them with a culture of martyrdom and promises of afterlife glory; women were brought on to the war-making project through their valorization as wives and mothers; everyone else outside the state’s project was marginalized and silenced by intense moral and political surveillance. While all this is partly true, it does not tell the entire story. 

I believe that this gap in knowledge about the war years hampers our understandings of Iranian society. By ignoring the war years, which witnessed great mobilization of youth, we risk ignoring a critical period in which youth were reconstructed in enduring ways. 

The Problem Is Also Conceptual

Iranian scholarly literature tends to label as youth the generation who were born and raised under the Islamic Republic and who reached their teens and twenties in the 1990’s (Bayat 2010:40; Khatam 2010; Sadeghi; Moruzzi and Sadeghi). This age-cohort became a social generation by forming youth identities through schooling, mass media, and urban spaces such as parks and shopping malls; as such, their particular generational consciousness is about being “youthful” (Bayat 2010: 31). Through dispositions marked by a greater tendency for idealism, individuality, autonomy, adventurism, and mobility, youth claim “youthfulness” (Bayat 2010: 30), or as I understand it, a distinct youth culture. In contrast to the revolutionary period, when youth acted as political agents of change, the post-war generation is understood as social agents of change. But what about the war generation?

Asef Bayat rightly argues that many studies of social phenomena in which youth participate, from religious fundamentalism to social movements, fail to use the conceptual category of youth as the point of departure (2010: 28). Rather, they treat youth as a social group, among others, that happen to be involved in the phenomenon under investigation. This research studies starts with the premise that youth were central to the state’s war efforts. However, it does not view youth as a group that was largely swept into political events beyond their control. It positions youth within generational relations that were shifting during the war. Or put another way, it positions youth, as a generational category, that became a constitutive element in shifting social relations. In this way, the research sets out to understand how youth as a generation were factored in social relations. 

As a non-state institution, the family has its own hierarchies, rules, values, and practices (Nicholson 1997). As a fundamental institution, it is also synchronized with social relations, ideologies, and institutions outside family life (Hill Collins 1998). But what happens to the family when the social and political landscape it operates in undergoes radical restructuring, first by revolution and then by war? More specifically, what happens to the youth and how does it affect their families? 

This research finds that youth’s social status was enhanced, and this enhancement was enabled by three factors: The state, which valorized youth as political actors; the war, which provided the vehicle for their political action; and the youth, who promoted themselves because it opened new opportunities that were unavailable to them within the family. 

Why the War?

The war is particularly crucial for several reasons. Wars often follow revolutions in order for masses to be mobilized and incorporated in a new national order (Skocpol 1988). 

Skocpol argues that protracted international warfare expands popular involvement in national political life by mobilizing wide citizen support “by means of both material and ideological incentives” (1988: 148-149). The Iran-Iraq war was the vehicle through which a particular kind of ‘Islamic’ citizenship and “imagined community” was shaped. Belief in the state and Islam and the war became constitutive of one another. The state promoted values of self-sacrifice, austerity, and spirituality, which were to be practiced and realized through the war efforts—at the front lines, in support lines, or at home. 

While the revolution enjoyed the broad participation of educated middle-class youth, the war drew in less educated youth from the urban street militias, who were newly formed after the revolution. Many other youth were recruited from the Islamic Associations that were instituted in schools and universities after the revolution. As Tables 1 and 2 show below, of the soldiers that were killed in the war, 73% were unmarried and 75% were 24 years old and younger (Foundation of the Martyrs); 68% lived in the cities, 63% had middle level education or less, and 30% had high school level education (Ghamari-Tabrizi 113: 2009). In short, the masses that were incorporated as soldiers and support line volunteers were mostly youth, the majority of whom had low education levels. Furthermore, 57% of martyrs’ fathers were employed in the non-public sector, which includes agriculture, retail, manual labour, and service jobs, and 23% of martyrs’ fathers were unemployed. Only 11% of their fathers worked in the public sector, which during the war years due to the state’s centralization of the economy, was among the most secure forms of employment. Therefore, it seems that many of these youth came from families with low job security and low income (Foundation of the Martyrs). These were the masses that were incorporated into the national project of warfare. 

Table 1: Iran-Iraq War Casualties According to Marital Status and Age Group

	
	Marital Status
	Age Group

	
	Single
	Married
	14 and Less
	15-19
	20-24
	25-39
	40 and Above
	Total

	Numbers
	155,259
	57,996
	7,054
	65,575
	87,106
	22,703
	30,817
	213,255

	Percent
	72.80%
	27.20%
	3.30%
	30.70%
	40.80%
	10.60%
	14.50%
	


Source: Foundation of the Martyrs

Table 2: Iran-Iraq War Casualties According to Fathers' Occupation

	
	Public Employee
	Private Employee
	Cleric
	Retired
	Unemployed
	Total

	Urban
	12,497
	39,721
	1,025
	11,503
	20,364
	85,110

	Rural
	2,549
	36,539
	189
	1,204
	9,632
	50,113

	Total
	15,046
	76,260
	1,214
	12,707
	29,996
	135,223

	Percentage
	11.1%
	56.4%
	0.9%
	9.4%
	22.2%
	


Source: Foundation of the Martyrs

Women were also active in the support lines, where they packaged food, made clothes, did laundry, and provided care in hospitals (Najmabadi 1991: 69). However, unlike the men, these contributions have not been remunerated by the state and there are no available statistics on their participation. For the most part, women’s contributions are institutionally recognized, and compensated for, as mothers or widows of martyrs. 

Secondly, if revolutions can make wars, wars have been shown to drive the formation of states (Tilly 1985: 170). The Iran-Iraq war, like many 20th century wars, created a welfare state (Harris 2010: 732), which subsidized and rationed basic goods, expanded employment in the public sector, and extended social benefits. This expanded welfare state increased access to health care and primary and secondary education and decreased poverty levels and inequalities during the war period (Harris 2010: 732-740). These expanded educational opportunities were to have a great impact on girls especially, in terms of mobility, public presence, and increase in social status. Also soldiers were given special entitlements in education and employment opportunities that extended to their families. These were to have important implications for the domestic patriarch’s authority since household livelihoods and youth transitions to marriage and employment were being subsidized by the state.

Thirdly, the war made the ideological state and youth were integral to its formation. They fought in the war and became central icons of the war project. Although Iraq was militarily better equipped, the Iranian state had identified and emphasized its strengths to be greater manpower, faith, and commitment (Chubin and Tripp 1988: 74). According to the state, Iran was not fighting a military war, but a “people’s war” involving the faithful masses and it would emerge victorious “because of the superiority of its fighting men rather than its weapons” (ibid : 46-47). Members of the Basij, the volunteer militia who fought in the front, became iconic symbols, particularly those who were martyred. However, the state relied not just on quality but also quantity. Iran identified its larger population to be a military advantage, which allowed it to sustain greater human loss. Although volunteers and military conscripts fought in the war, the volunteers proved to be especially valuable since they were the most ideologically committed and the least compensated because of their voluntary participation (Chubin and Tripp 1988). During the war years, soldiers and families of the volunteers accumulated important political capital that enabled social mobility. This research explores how that capital was distributed unevenly in family relationships.

The History of the Revolution and War 

Following Skocpol’s argument that international warfare often follows and is linked to revolution, this section provides background to both events. First, I briefly summarize the context for the 1979 revolution that overthrew the monarchy. I identify the main social groups that participated and the ideas that framed their opposition to the Shah (or the king). I show how the ‘Islamists,’ who took a precarious hold on state power after the Shah’s removal, were faced with serious challenges. They had to contend with the competing claims of revolutionary leftist groups, who demanded a share in political power and they had to fulfill people’s demands within an ambiguous Islamic framework that they had propagated, but had yet to properly define. Through the Iran-Iraq war, political boundaries were drawn in a highly contestable process, in which some groups were empowered and others discredited and silenced. Through this process, the ideological discourse that legitimized the new social order emerged. 

Revolution and Society

The revolution was the outcome of widespread discontent among social groups about the Shah’s modernization and economic policies. Traditional social groups such as the bazaar merchants, large landowners, and clergy felt their economic interests and social status under threat (Bayat 1998: 143). Newly emergent social groups, such as the modern middle class, urban youth, publicly active women, and industrial working class benefited socially and economically from the Shah’s industrial and education policies; however, they opposed the Shah because of his political autocracy (Bayat 1998: 143). While the reasons for their discontent varied, all these groups blamed the Shah and the U.S., his strongest ally, for the injustices, and their protests were framed in anti-monarchist, anti-imperialist, leftist and eventually, religious language (Bayat 1998: 143).    

In the years leading to the revolution, leading ‘Islamist’
 figures, including Khomeini, had identified the growing numbers of educated youth in the country’s high schools and universities as a vital group whose support was critical for the revolution’s success (Bayat 1998: 151). In contrast, they spoke far less of the masses and their role in transforming society and the state (Bayat 1998: 151-152).

Iranian youth played a key role as revolutionary actors and they organized many of the mass demonstrations that shook the country in the last months of the monarchy. Demonstrators decried capitalism and class difference and demanded equality, independence and freedom; their political Islam did not reflect conventional Shi’ism, but rather a synthesized version, popular among the youth, which constructed Islam as a religion of the oppressed and the poor and of class equality (Abrahamian 2009).

By most accounts, the 1979 Revolution succeeded sooner than expected and many people were surprised, including the man who emerged as the political leader, Ayatollah Khomeini, who had yet to properly formulate his idea of an Islamic state. (Bayat 1998: 154). As Asef Bayat argues, the nascent Islamic movement that was beginning to develop among the people, was “interrupted” by the revolution’s success, and its ideas, which had been taken up by the revolutionaries, remained largely at the level of political discourse (Bayat 1998: 154-155).

The nascent Islamic movement that had been interrupted continued as a state ideological project, which was implemented through the concept of velayat-e faqih (rule of the Islamic jurist), an Islamic legal system, restrictions on women, and the institutionalization of Islamic cultural practices. (Bayat 1998: 145). However, the population, especially the urban poor, expected access to economic resources, not ideological conversion. So the new regime pledged in the Constitution to provide free education, access to medical care, decent housing, pensions and to eliminate poverty, illiteracy, and unemployment; and in the following years, state and government organs went about fulfilling many of these obligations (Abrahamian 2009).

The state took over and confiscated many private assets, whose owners had either fled the country or were deemed anti-revolutionary, and most of the large assets were nationalized (Behdad 2000: 102). The Foundation of the Oppressed was established to manage many of the confiscated assets, and it distributed a wide array of social benefits and services for the poor and was later expanded to cover war veterans and martyrs’ families as well. In addition, organizations such as the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) and the Basij, (the volunteer people’s militia) were established by hard-core supporters of Khomeini to operate parallel to the government, which was composed of a broader segment of revolutionaries (Alahmad and Keshavarzian 2010: 20). It was these organizations that saw their numbers and strength grow during the war.

War and State Consolidation

The Iran-Iraq war restructured the relations between the state and social groups, defined the boundaries of legitimate political action, and greatly expanded the state. The war created a highly centralized war economy and strengthened and expanded several key organizations into political and economic powers. Organizations such as the Basij and the Foundation of the Oppressed expanded in size and scope during the war. Hundreds of thousands of volunteers joined the front and vast amounts of money were poured in to support the war, the veterans and their families (Alahmad and Keshavarzian 2010: 19). These organizations accumulated powerful political and moral capital, and by the war’s end, they had become vast institutions with large social bases (Alahmad and Keshavarzian 2010: 20).

The war efforts also required the expansion of welfare provisions to various social classes of Iranians to maintain social cohesion. The Foundation of the Oppressed became the Foundation of the Oppressed and War Disabled, and it extended coverage and dispensed cash allowances to the growing numbers of veterans and martyrs’ families. The government controlled the production and distribution of goods through rationing, subsidies, control of foreign exchange, interest rates and bank credits, distribution of import licenses, and direct price controls of hundreds of products (Hakimian and Karshenas 2000: 35).

In the process of regime consolidation, the war also served as a medium to demonize and suppress the state’s political foes and voices of dissent (Alahmad and Keshavarzian 2010: 17). Political surveillance extended into the high schools and many students were arrested and imprisoned. Thousands were killed or imprisoned and thousands more fled the country. Those who stayed behind withdrew from political activity.

In cultural terms, the state purged schools and universities of ‘anti-revolutionary’ and ‘anti-Islamic’ elements (Yeganeh 1993:12) to provide the necessary institutional framework for the construction of new citizens (Mehran 1989: 38). Many public spaces were sex-segregated and public dress was regulated, according to Islamic standards, as interpreted by the state; lastly, moral surveillance of youth and women (Khatam 2009) was high, particularly in the cities. As a result, many women who had been publicly active during the Shah, resigned or were purged from their employment posts because they were unwilling to abide by the new conditions.

Yet for the most part, the population united behind the state (Ehsani 1995: 51) to fight a war that was popularly seen as defensive against Iraqi aggression, at least in the early years (Farhi 2004: 106). By the time it was over, Iran had become a very different country with reshaped political, economic, and social structures (Alahmad and Keshavarzian 2010: 18), decreased social inequalities and a narrowing of rural-urban gap (Ehsani 1995: 53). 

Chapter 3
Analytical Framework 

The following section will engage with the concepts of youth, generation, patriarchy, and gender and their linkages, in order to develop an analytical framework. I have chosen to use the concept of youth as a social construction in order to explore constructions of Iranian youth in a particular historical period. In this way youth can be examined as a historical and social category. Furthermore, the category of youth is constructed through other social positions that young people occupy, such as gender. The concept of social generation was developed by Mannheim to explain social change (Jones 2009). It positions historical events, like the Iran-Iraq war, rather than life-course development, as the driving force that shapes generational orientations (Braungart and Braungart 1986: 207). Patriarchy organizes relations between and within gendered and generational categories. While it is used less to describe relations in “advanced” countries, it is frequently and sometimes unquestioningly applied to Middle Eastern countries. Using the concept of patriarchy, not only provides a conceptual tool with which to examine generational and gendered relations, it also provides an opportunity to interrogate its usage in the Iranian context. 

Youth as Social Construction 

This research’s starting point engages with the sociological concept of youth as a social construction. Being a youth is not an inherent or natural phenomenon but rather one that is shaped and reinforced through social ideas, practices, and institutions (Wyn and White 1997: 12). Furthermore, the construction of youth is not a one-way process with one group imposing constructs on young people, but rather a relational one in which young people also actively participate in constructing their social realities (Wyn and White 1997: 10-15; Christiansen, et al 2006: 11).

The family is a critical social institution through which young people develop, are socialized, and are incorporated into social life (Jones 2009: 8-14). To talk about the emergence of youth also implies a change in the family since the family has to accommodate and integrate a new category in its structure, in addition to the previously established categories of adult and child. However, excepting theories of socialization and developmental psychology, youth’s position in the family is an area that has been less explored (Jones 2009: 10, 13,140). While the aforementioned theories under-theorized youth’s capacity for agency, the more recent scholarly emphasis on youth culture analytically risks positioning youth “as an almost autonomous group, capable of constructing worlds of its own and living lives separated from the surrounding society” (Christiansen, et al 2006: 16). 

The social category of youth emerged in the West about a hundred years ago with the expansion and extension of education and elimination of child labor (Jones 2009: 3). In Iran, youth is a more recent phenomenon since the state did not establish modern schools until the mid-1920’s (Bayat 1998: 146) and high school education did not reach large numbers of youth until the 1960’s and 70’s (Salehi-Isfahani 2007:127). The 1960’s and 70’s also coincide with significant urbanization (Bayat 1998: 148). So Iranian youth, in the modern sense, probably did not emerge in significant numbers until the 1970’s. Educated urban youth proved to be a powerful political force, as witnessed by the 1979 revolution, in which youth participation was critical to the monarchy’s overthrow (Abrahamian 2009). In light of youth’s recent emergence in Iranian society, their political significance, and high educational levels, scholars are just beginning to explore their impact on Iranian families in the past two decades (Kian-Thiebaut 2005; Friedl 2009; Moruzzi and Sadeghi 2006; Sadeghi 2008). This research contributes to this trend by examining the youth generation of the 1980’s, which was the first generation under the Islamic Republic. 

Youth As Generation

One approach to understanding how youth fit into social structures is to examine their formation into particular social generations.
 Mannheim developed the notion of social generation to explain social change. He identified three stages, which are necessary to establish a generation with particular attitudes, values and opinions, or in other words, a generational consciousness: shared age-cohort; shared experience of an historical event that leads to shared consciousness; and oftentimes, differentiation within a generation that leads to conflicting generational units (Alanen 2001:15; Jones 2009:12). Even though generational units often have antagonistic or competing orientations with one another, they are nevertheless unified by the historical event that produced them (Cavalli 2004:163). 

In order for a new generation to be formed, historical events need to create some sort of crisis or break in continuity which threaten established values or interests (Cavalli 2004: 159). Political events, such as war, revolution, and regime change are typical “crucial events” that establish political generations (Cavalli 2004: 162). While some scholars stress the importance of social discontinuity in the formation of political generations, others emphasize the importance of mobilization opportunities (Baumgarten and Baumgarten 1986). Political generations hold different political cultures from the preceding and following generations and reflect the political changes of a given society (Cavalli 2004:160). In the case of Iran, social discontinuity and mass mobilization were both factors in shaping a distinct political generation.

The youth who mobilized for the war were not necessarily the same youth who made revolution. To equate them would deny the participation of thousands of youth who took part in the revolution but then who did not support the newly formed state. While there is certainly overlap since the revolution and war are so close in chronology, the ideologies of the revolution and war differed, despite the state’s insistence that they are one and the same (Farhi 2004). Those who fought in the revolution participated in a social movement against the state. Those who fought in the war participated in a state-directed project for the state. Furthermore, the youth who participated in the war were not the same youth who participated in the revolution in terms of social class. The revolution was fought by middle-class educated urban youth (Bayat 1998; Abrahamian 2009) and the war was fought by lower-middle class youth (Bayat 32: 2010). 

However, the revolutionary movement and its success are important because it signaled a significant cleavage between youth and their parents in terms of political thought and actions. In other words, the revolution itself reflected a conflict in generational relations, in which youth perceived the older generation as politically passive and subservient to the paternalistic and autocratic monarchy. Similar to what was to follow in the war, youth’s participation in the revolutionary movement, often in spite of their parents’ opposition, also weakened traditional hierarchy (Kian-Thiebaut 2005: 61). 

Ideological regimes that emerge from revolutionary movements cannot rely on traditional means, such as families and schools, to transmit political culture since they tend to reflect values and attitudes of the previous political system (Cavalli 2004: 162). The new regime aims to build a new culture, a new kind of person, a new generation that must be different than the one that preceded it, which it does through youth organizations (ibid). Before the war, the Islamic Republic created volunteer urban militia groups (the Basij) to ‘Islamicize’ and secure the social order. Although they were not youth organizations per se, they were overwhelmingly populated by lower middle-class and poor urban youth. And it was members of these groups that formed the first waves of volunteers to the war front.

The Patriarchal Family 

Patriarchy is a social construct, with ideological and material components, and therefore linked to particular social contexts. Since this research outlines disruptions to the patriarchal family during the war period, it is important to provide some historical background of the family. Therefore, I will provide a brief historical review of changes to the Iranian patriarchal family and then link it to the emergence of youth in modern Iran.

The Middle Eastern patriarchal family is historically rooted in the classic patriarchal family of agrarian societies (Kandiyoti 1988). Such families were organized into patrilocal, multi-generational extended households in which gender and age-based hierarchies granted older men authority and power over younger males and all females (Kandiyoti 1988). The agrarian household depended heavily on the labor of young children and teenagers to produce for the household economy (Stearns 2006:11). Therefore, children’s lives were largely structured by work and their compliance was reinforced through social values that emphasized obedience (Stearns 2006:14). Fathers’ disproportionate authority and power to punish was due to and maintained by their control over property (Stearns 2006:16). In the “patriarchal belt,” which includes the Middle East, women were controlled by strict restrictions on behavior and gender segregation, which keeps women largely away from the public (Moghadam 1993:108). 

In the 20th century, the traditional Middle Eastern patriarchal family was challenged due to socio-economic changes including industrialization, urbanization, proletarianization of labor, and education (Moghadam 1993: 110). In Iran, these trends accelerated during the 1960’s due to the Shah’s modernist reforms, including land reform, expansion of state-education, and granting women’s suffrage (Bayat 1998). By the 1970’s, the emergence of a modern middle class, nuclear households, and urban educated youth further signaled the erosion of the classical patriarchal family. The broad-based participation of urban youth in the revolution further challenged the traditional hierarchical order, which rested on patriarchal authority and the paternalistic monarch (Kian-Thiebaut 2005: 61).

Although the classic patriarchal family was no longer viable due to economic and political developments, it remained a powerful moral ideal, no matter how socially unrealistic (Moghadam1993:103). This is perhaps most clearly illustrated by the post-revolutionary’s state’s move to revoke the reformed Family Law and replace it with a particular interpretation of Islamic law that codified and strengthened paternal authority (Moghadam 1993: 111; Sadeghi 2008: 252). In the new laws, children are considered the properties of the father, and fathers and grandfathers are given reduced sentences for killing their children (Kian-Thiebaut 2005: 64). There are other examples of the Iranian state’s propagation of patriarchal norms and values, such as the notorious law that required compulsory veiling for all women in public spaces.

The anthropologist, Erika Friedl, who has been studying Iranian society since the 1960’s, argues that gendered intra-family relations in Iran have moved from traditional and authoritarian, to ones that value autonomy, individuation, and companionship (Friedl 2009: 27). In the traditional family, fathers are economically and morally responsible for their wives and children, which require that children be obedient, cooperative, and peaceful; women have to exhibit these traits too and they should also be supportive of their husbands (Friedl 2009: 30). Friedl argues that exposure to and emulation of Western customs and lifestyles on the one hand, and rising education levels of young people, on the other have driven these changes in the family (Friedl 2009: 32). Furthermore, she observes that the questioning of social inequalities, such as gender, accelerated after the revolution (Friedl 2009: 32).

While I generally agree with her assessment, I believe that Friedl privileges external Western influences and does not adequately explore the internal contradictions of patriarchy in Iran. Furthermore, like most research on Iranian society, her study does not analyze the war period separately to consider its impact on patriarchy. In order to examine the internal contradictions of patriarchy during the war, this research engages with Walby’s conception of public and private patriarchy (1990).

Walby argues that patriarchy is rooted in structures of employment, household production, culture, sexuality, male violence, and the state (1990). Contemporary societies have witnessed an institutional shift in the structures, which have moved patriarchy from the private to the public realm. Instead of household production serving as the primary site of patriarchy, in which individual men benefit from women’s oppression and their exclusion in the public sphere, public patriarchy rests on women’s integration and subordination into patriarchal public institutions, like the labor force and the state. The state serves as an important institution, which facilitates women’s exit out of the private domain and into the public. While this move opens new opportunities to women, it also exposes them to collective, rather than individual forms of appropriation (Walby 1990: 179). 

Walby’s conception of public patriarchy is useful for the Iranian context because the war period witnessed the strengthening and proliferation of state institutions in all the six structures that Walby cites: The economy was centralized, culture was “Islamicized”, sexuality was policed, and violence and coercion was frequently used to secure women and youth’s compliance, especially as it related to moral codes, in the public domain. Yet at the same time, the public domain became available to unprecedented numbers of women and youth, whose lives were previously more restricted to the private domain. During the war, the state invested heavily in youth, ideologically and materially, while extracting them from their families to support the war. How did the state’s investment and extraction relate to the weakening of traditional family bonds that Friedl and other scholars have observed (Kian-Thiebaut 2005; Varzi 2008)? The investments facilitated youth and women’s entry into the public domain, which weakened traditional patriarchy’s ability to control and reproduce subordinate subjects in the private domain of the family.

Because the state was so dominant during the war, this shift was enabled by incorporating youth and women as public subjects into the state’s hierarchical structures. For example, Walby notes that the establishment of the modern welfare state was one institutional shift that moved patriarchy from the private to the public realm. During the war, the vast investments in social development, which increased young people’s health and education levels, and the expansion of public employment replaced “kin-based networks of social protection with state-based networks” (Harris 2010:740). As a result, youth and women were to some extent, freed from kin-based authority figures like the father, whose patronage was being replaced by the state. For example, basic household needs, like food items, were rationed and distributed by the state and employment was largely to be found in the public sector. Yet, the state upheld patriarchy by keeping youth and women dependent on its paternalism (Walby 1990), which it could do because it dominated the economy and the polity. 

Furthermore, state ideology and practices were frequently articulated and legitimized by the powerful charismatic figure of Khomeini, whose official title, “The Supreme Leader” stood for the ultimate patriarch. It was Khomeini who frequently called on youth to join the Sacred Defense and it was the state that promised benefits to their families (wives, parents, children) if they became martyred (Varzi 2008). One consequence of all these changes was the demotion of the father, who was increasingly losing his economic, moral, and political status over junior males and women in the family. With the intensification of the war and nation-state formation, the father was acting less and less as the primary source of youth’s collective identity, as he traditionally would have (Jean-Klein 2000: 117). And with the state’s centralization of the economy and expansion of the welfare state, the father was less able to be the source of future productive capital for his son. Furthermore, the state also provided financial support and housing to the widows and children of war martyrs (Zahedi 2006), thus relocating their dependence from the private patriarch to the public/state patriarch. 

Another consequence of the war has been the reconfiguration of masculinities in patriarchy. Kandiyoti reminds us that patriarchal hierarchy is reproduced not only in the relations between genders but also within (1994:199). When looked at from this perspective, the state and the army, as well as the family become critical institutions for the production of generational patriarchy. Entrance into the military is one kind of passage into the world of masculinity, especially in times of war. In order to extract male youth for war, the state needed to construct and propagate a politicized and younger masculinity that threatened senior men’s status. Within this new conception of masculinity, male status did not reside solely in one’s position as father or husband, as traditional patriarchy would have it, but also as a soldier of Islam, nation, and state. While the latter did not replace the former, a new kind of masculinity was available to male youth that resided uneasily, and perhaps antagonistically, in relation to its older counterpart. 

Gender

Gender is a fundamental organizing principle of social relations. Based on understandings of difference between women and men, gender organizes social relationships through cultural symbols, normative concepts, social institutions, and subjective identities (Scott 1988: 1067-1068). Since gender structures the organization of social life in both ideational and material terms, it also serves as an articulation of power relations (Scott 1988: 1069). As outlined in the section on traditional patriarchy above, gender organizes and legitimates hierarchical relations by promoting normative models of the family (Nicholson 1997: 32). However, gender also legitimizes hierarchical political institutions like the state, which deploys gender for various projects, including making war (Scott 1988: 44-48). 

In the Middle East, when states have needed to enhance their mobilization of political constituencies for national goals, they have often tried to weaken the autonomy of local kin groups. This was partly done through reorganizing gender relations via family reform and women’s rights (Abu-Lughod 1998: 5). In Iran, one of the first moves of the newly established Islamic Republic was the cancellation of the progressive Family Law to roll back women’s rights in the family. This is one example of how the state tried to consolidate its power through a reorganization of gender relations. In the case of the war, the state needed women’s public participation, but in order to do so, it needed to weaken the family patriarch. It used discourses that valorized women as mothers and called for them to give up their sons for the war (Varzi 2008). Furthermore, the war was legitimated through appeals to a youthful masculinity that was linked to the nation’s strength. However, since the discourse relied on the idiom of duty, rather than rights, it maintained structures of patriarchal authority. In accordance with Walby’s (1990) conceptualization of patriarchy, this enabled the move from private to public patriarchy.

Towards an Analytical Framework

Scott’s conceptualization and outline of how gender organizes social relations can be applied to age-related generational categories, which also structure social life (Thorne 404). Generational categories, such as childhood and youth, are also social positions, which are outcomes of social processes (Thorne 2004: 404-405; Christiansen et al. 2006: 11-12). Or put another way, gender links sex-cohorts and generation links age-cohorts with history and social processes (Durham) that construct categories (woman/man and generation) and shape their relations (Thorne 2004: 404). Like all social processes, their outcomes establish distributions of power, influence and control over resources (Scott 1986: 1069). As such, the process is not without conflict and contestation. Similarly, Alanen argues that a generational analysis is grounded in two conceptualizations: youth as relational and generation as structural (Alanen 2001: 20-21). Therefore, generation is another system of social relations, between “non-adult” and “adult” positions, which in turn constitute generational structures in society (Alanen 2001: 12). The challenge is in striking a balance between the structuring elements that position youth in society and family and youth’s own practices and interpretations of meaning that create their own positioning (Christiansen et al: 11). 

This research examines how politics and war revised the terms of being youth by examining the war generation. It takes an intersectional analytical approach (Thorne 2004: 403) by examining how the re-organization of generational relations in war-time Iran was distinctly gendered. Therefore, the power inequalities and hierarchies under investigation in this research are organized along the intersecting axes of gender and generational-based categories. Focusing on the concept of patriarchy, as a set of relations that are organized along generational and gendered positions, this research explores how the reinterpretation of youth and gender enabled the transition from private to public patriarchy in Iranian society. 

This research analyzes the interview data of the war generation by borrowing Scott’s outline of how gender (or as she notes, any other analytical category, such as race and class) constitutes social relations. Scott’s outline enables me to better clarify how youth were implicated in the reordering of Iranian patriarchy during the war. Therefore, the findings will be examined according to the four components, which she defines as necessary to social relations: cultural symbols, normative concepts, social institutions, and identity (Scott 1986: 1067-1068). 

Chapter 4
Findings

“In the history of Islam, there has been no youth like our Iranian youth.”

Ayatollah Khomeini

“Muslim brothers and sisters, your city is in danger of falling to enemy hands. With all your strength, get ready to defend your city with your lives”

Male volunteer in his 50’s (looking serious): I’ve come to the front to fight in battle. Young commander in his twenties (laughing): You’re too old to hold a gun and you’re not quick enough. 

Another young commander: Why don’t you go help us out by volunteering in supplies. 

From the documentary film, The Sacred Defense

Cultural Symbolism and Interpretation of Meaning

Wars not only require massive mobilization of material and human resources, it also needs an ideological and cultural framework to drive mobilization and sustain popular support (Farhi 2004: 104). The war enabled the nascent Iranian state to elaborate an ideological framework that has defined state politics ever since. It also delineated the contours of legitimate political action for Iranian citizens. The war was largely framed within an Islamic Shiite framework that was reconstructed to meet the situation of 20th century Iran, which included some mixing with nationalist notions. The state’s reliance on religious and nationalist discourse provided legitimacy for the war and the extraction of resources, one of which were youth. 

As the target of Iraqi aggression, Iranians felt justified in going to war to defend the nation’s territorial integrity. Yet, despite the war’s popularity—at least in the initial years—the state was careful to restrict voluntary participation in the war to those who supported its official values (Farhi 2004: 105). This is because the war served as a driving vehicle for the ideological formation of the nascent state. Therefore, it was important to ensure that the ideological orientation of war participants was aligned with that of the state. 

Official state discourse developed a war culture that valued martyrdom, ideological purity and devotion, and spiritual reward (Farhi 2004: 104). The male youth volunteers, whom the state heavily relied on to fight the war, became critical conduits for the war culture. However, as will be seen, women were also critical to the war culture in the support lines and at home. The normative interpretations of this war culture were based on strict interpretations of religion and politics that established binary oppositions with other cultures, like the urban secular culture. Less rigid and rarely articulated, yet also present, was the implicit opposition that the war culture had to the culture of youth’s parents.  

Particular cultural symbols were deployed to mobilize and help construct the war generation, who in turn, made their own interpretations as well. To understand cultural symbols from a historical perspective, it is important to identify the symbols that are invoked in particular contexts, and how; furthermore, it requires an investigation of the normative concepts that interpret and limit the possible meanings (Scott 1986: 1067). 

The cultural symbols during the war were drawn from Shiite Islam, nationalism, and the family: Some were historical figures in Islam, like Imam Hussein and Hazrat-e Zeinab; Khomeini symbolized the nation’s patriarch; the war martyr was the iconic representation of male youth; purity symbolized state ideology; and mothers served as bearers of the nation. Each will be discussed below. 

Male Paragons of the War

The state frequently identified the war as a kind of religious crusade against blasphemy, hence the name by which it was referred, “The Sacred Defense.” As such, the war was to be fought and won by young spiritual believers, known as the Basij (or “the people’s army”) instead of the professional army (Varzi 2006: 55). In order to mobilize the masses, or more specifically young people, the state drew on the Shiite notion of martyrdom. More specifically, it revived the memory of the martyrdom of Imam Hussein and his caravan of followers in the battle of Karbala, which holds an important and emotional place in Iranian culture (Varzi 2006: 50). Outnumbered by the forces of Yazid, the Sunni Caliph whose leadership the Shiites viewed as illegitimate, Hussein and his followers were on their way to claim power when they were martyred in the city of Karbala. 

The construction of the basiji, the young male who volunteered to the front and who sought spiritual glory through martyrdom, was greatly built around the story of Karbala. The basiji was constructed as a member of Imam Hussein’s caravan of followers and family members who met their martyrdom in Karbala. Just as the battle of Karbala showed Hussein’s commitment and bravery against overwhelming odds, the war front came to define the young male’s willingness to sacrifice everything material in pursuit of ideological purity. As one prominent government official put it, the Iran-Iraq war was one in which “Every day is Ashura [the day of commemoration of Karbala] and every ground is Karbala” (Varzi 2006: 102). 

Rashidi, who was 15 years old when he volunteered to the front over his father’s objections, says, 

The Basij held up a flag of righteousness and greater purpose. My grades had been progressively dropping and I was losing interest in school. I was looking for a way out. I didn’t want to drink alcohol. I had joined the mosque and had become religious…My emotions would get stirred up when they would talk about Imam Hussein’s martyrdom… So I followed the way of the basiji. 

For the basiji, participation in the front fulfilled a spiritual calling. Young males of the lower classes, in particular, may have found the calling to be especially appealing because it offered a new arena for achieving individual self-worth, even if the ultimate reward was to be achieved through death. But as Varzi has explored in her study of the war martyr, “self-annihilation can only occur after a self is constructed and available for annihilation” (2006: 7). As such, the basiji was constructed as a young man who was not just willing to die, but rather as someone who welcomed death as a path to achieving spiritual glory, which was a cause for celebration. Nargess’ account of her brother’s last words to the family before his martyrdom illustrates the power of this construction. From Khorramshahr, which was one of the first cities to be attacked, Nargess fled the city with her parents and younger siblings, while her older brothers stayed behind to fight: 

The day before my brother was martyred, he visited us. He had had a revelation that he would be martyred the next day. But that’s not what he told us. He said, “Tomorrow is my wedding and I want to take you all to Karaj [a city near Tehran]. The month of Moharram [month of commemoration of the battle of Karbala] had just begun. My father kept telling him, “But we are religious, no one holds a wedding during Moharram.” But my brother said, “Just wait and see, I will take you to a wedding in Karaj.” And he went to fight the next morning and we got news of his death at noon. My father said that he wanted his son to be buried at the main cemetery in Tehran with the other martyrs, and we moved to Karaj to be near my brother.

However, martyrdom was not just constructed as an expression of individual spiritual promotion, which should be celebrated like a wedding. Martyrdom was also an act of sacrificing the self for Islam and the Islamic nation, both of which, according to the nation’s leaders, were under attack (Gieling 1999: 54). The inclusion of the nation as a cause for martyrdom was the leaders’ modernist interpretation of Shiite martyrdom (Gieling 1999: 57) and another powerful mobilizing symbol. After all, the figure of the basiji, who “could defeat death itself,” as one basiji veteran put it to me, was not the model for everyone. One example is Ali, who volunteered with the military when he was 19 years old. When asked why he didn’t join the Basij, he replied: 

I believed in the basiji but I couldn’t live up to being one. It was very demanding. They sacrificed everything of themselves. I couldn’t be that selfless. I joined the war for nationalist reasons and for Khomeini. 

The figure of Khomeini as the leader of the nation was not just a symbolic effect since he was probably the single most important actor on the political scene. It was Khomeini, more than anyone else, who most powerfully articulated the symbols of martyrdom and Karbala, and who repeatedly called on youth to join the front. His was the only living image that was displayed in public spaces and national unity was framed as unity under Khomeini (Varzi 2006: 26). Khomeini was the ultimate authority, who reminded youth to ask for permission from their parents to go to war, while simultaneously telling parents that they could not forbid their children from participating in the war (Gieling 1999: 47). Everyone was a subordinate to Khomeini, as the qualified jurist of Islam and father of the nation.   

Ideological Purity Versus Corruption

The use of Islam has to be understood within the broader post-revolutionary context that rejected ‘Western’ political models in favor of an ‘Islamic’ order that emphasized moral and ideological purity (Najmabadi 1991: 64). The story of Karbala was used to help the Islamic Republic construct a world where ideological purity was positioned against corruption. This conflict was enacted not just on the battle lines, but also on the home front. Iranians who did not support the state’s values were often discredited by being labelled as corrupt. Corruption could take various forms and derive from various sources---other political beliefs, like Marxism, were materialist and therefore corrupt; secular urban lifestyles were morally bankrupt; moderates who supported the state were weakly committed, preferred compromise and therefore, vulnerable to corruption. Furthermore, corruption came from external sources, like the West, and ideological purity was homegrown and native. 

The effect was to silence the multiplicity of voices that had made the revolution and that had briefly thrived in its aftermath. For many young people who were not old enough to have participated in the revolution, the war constructed their social world. Nasrollah, who was 15 when he went to the front as a basiji, remembers:  

I only knew this one thing. They only offered us this. We didn’t know anything else. We only read Islamic texts or books by Khomeini. We weren’t supposed to discuss or question what was offered. We acted based on our emotions, which were constantly being stirred up. We had to stay at war with the enemy. Negotiation or compromise was not an option. 

With the discrediting and silencing of alternative interpretations, binary oppositions were established. This research is concerned with two sets of binaries around purity in which youth and gender figured centrally. The first was intra-generational and the second was between generations. The first set concerned youth who upheld the values of the war culture by bringing purity, commitment, and brotherhood to the war front. They were held in opposition to the city, which was constructed as only valuing material pursuit, being full of young women who dressed improperly and male and female youth who lacked proper moral conduct, especially when relating to one another (Farhi 2004: 106). This binary opposition enabled the formation of generational units that were oppositional and antagonistic to one another. Mannheim’s conception emphasizes social class as an important factor to determining youth’s particular generational unit, which was important in Iran since so many war volunteers came from the lower classes and many male youth from affluent families fled the country to escape the war. And for many middle-class youth who couldn’t flee, they were conscripted into the conventional military. 

Furthermore, the construction of a new ‘Islamic’ order that emphasized ideological and moral purity also implied that the older generation had been tainted by their socialization under the previous political system. Similar to other emergent ideological regimes, such as Nazi Germany, the Islamic Republic could not reliably turn to the older generation to embody the new values and attitudes that were being propagated since their generational formation had already occurred (Cavalli 2004:162). The interviews reveal that many youth sidestepped their parents’—especially their fathers’—authority and treated elders’ advice as inconsequential to their own decision-making regarding political participation. 

Gendering the War

Wars are often legitimized by appeals to manhood and linking masculinity to national strength (Scott 1986: 1073). In Iran, youth who strove for ideological and moral purity went to the front, which also served as the grounds for their entry into future manhood. The men of the older generation understood the war differently. They upheld the notion of the previous political system that wars are to be fought by a professional army, and not untrained male youth. Rashidi illustrates this generational difference when he recounts a conversation with his uncles, who tried to dissuade him from joining the front:  

They told me that the military should fight the war, that there are professional men who have been trained and paid to go to battle. “Why should you fight?,” they asked. They said that this is not the responsibility of young boys. But I didn’t listen. I had religious reasons. Going to the front was a religious duty (shar’i).  

Implicit in the above quote are the generational differences regarding masculinity. War activity did not make male youth into fully formed men (which required marriage and having children) but it did complement this formation. Through their self-promotion as war volunteers, independent of and sometimes in opposition to male elders, male youth seemed to have undermined the former’s status as the bearers of manhood and political morality. Since patriarchy is also reproduced in the relations within genders (Kandiyoti 1994: 199), this shift has implications for the structure of private patriarchy and for youth as agents of social change. Traditionally, boys would have risen in stature with their incorporation into their fathers’ patrilineage (Jean-Klein 2000: 117), but during the war, the enhancement of their status was linked to their incorporation in the state’s project, which occurred largely independent of their fathers. 

The state’s promotion of basiji youth and martyrs as national heroes also required its gendered complement in female youth in multiple ways. Female youth were encouraged to marry soldiers to facilitate male youth’s and their own entry into full adulthood, and as a path for pursuing moral and ideological purity. At 17, Fariba married a solider, who was martyred three years later. She explains her resolve to marry a soldier, against her parents’ wishes: 

My parents thought that I should complete high school before getting married. But marriage was encouraged as a path to reaching completion as a religious person. My sisters had all married office workers, but I wasn’t interested. I had great admiration for the soldiers who volunteered to the front. If I were a boy, I would have gone to the front. When my future husband came to the house, he said, “I will go to the front, no matter what. This is my priority.” I loved this type. My parents realized that I was interested and they got scared. Ultimately, my older brother and sister convinced my parents to let me marry.

While male youth promoted themselves by volunteering to the front, female youth practiced self-promotion through marriage. While the state emphasized women’s role as wives, wifehood itself became political. In other words, young people’s conjugal relationships and families were incorporated in the state’s project and was supposed to support and reproduce the war culture. This diminished the moral authority of parents who historically brokered marriage for their daughters based on other masculine qualifications, such as job security and income-earning ability (Friedl 2003).

The power of gendered symbols also derived from the lack of publicly available cultural alternatives. Zohre, who was a teenager in a small town during the war, remembers gathering around with her classmates to look over the photos of martyrs that were regularly published in the newspapers:

Around the time of the war, the government shut down most of the other publications. So this is all we had. We would gather around the pictures of the martyrs from various cities. We would pick the boys who were good looking. We would say, “This is my boyfriend, I know he’s still alive.” The older generation had taped postures of singers and actors on their walls. We did it with pictures of the martyrs. We fell in love with them. It was our entertainment. We would say, “My boyfriend is cuter than yours.” Or we would select a picture of one of the injured and say, “I will find him and marry him.”

The above quote can serve as an example of McRobbie’s “bedroom culture”, which describes the ways girls organize their cultural lives in comparison to male youth’s street culture (Muggleton 2005: 212). The male cultural icons that female youth were consuming were no longer images of pop stars, but of the devoted and faithful soldier. Their embrace of these symbols can signal their acceptance of their traditional roles as future wives. But it also indicates their desire for inclusion in national political affairs through inter-sex partnership with political heroes. Instead of capitalism and commercial consumerism providing a space for imagination and fantasy to serve as agency (Muggleton 2005: 212), it is politics and war.

Young women were also mobilized to support the war in public. They volunteered in hospitals, laundries, and kitchens, which served the front and schools often organized activities, such as food packaging and knitting, for the soldiers. The symbolism of Karbala was also deployed to represent and define a politically active femininity. The key symbol was Hussein’s sister, Zeinab, who along with other women and children survived the battle of Karbala. Zeinab’s name was repeatedly mentioned as a role model by female interviewees who participated publicly in the war efforts. Esmat was 22 years old and working as a university administrator when her city came close to falling into Iraqi hands:

Many of the women and children had left but I stayed behind to defend our city. I volunteered in the hospitals and helped package food… other women washed clothes. The situation was desperate. Other women volunteers came to the city to help as well. We were busy all the time.... This was not the first time that Muslim women showed courage in conflict. Do you know that after Hazrat-e Zeinab was captured by the Caliph’s forces, she publicly spoke out against his injustices in court? She was the person who kept alive the story of Imam Hussein’s martyrdom and made sure that it would never be forgotten.

Hazrat-e Zeinab signified a kind of womanhood that was partly defined through public political activity. As witness and participant in Karbala, she used her powers of articulation to challenge injustice. Yet, her significance also lays in her role as the cultural transmitter of her male kin’s heroic deeds. In this way, Zeinab symbolized two of the ways in which women are often implicated in nationalist projects: As active participants in national struggles and as transmitters and producers of national culture (Yuval-Davis and Anthias, as cited in McClintock 1993: 62-63 ). Yet, women are also constructed as biological reproducers of the nation (ibid 1989: 7), which the state institutionalized through pro-natalist polices and symbolically propagated through another historical figure, Fatima, the daughter of the Prophet. While Zeinab symbolized autonomous political action in the face of the enemy, Fatima was largely portrayed as domesticated and docile to her father and brother’s actions and demands (Sadeghi 2010: 277).

The contradictory meanings of these two symbols clashed over the issue of custody of the children of war martyrs. Upon the deaths of their husbands, widows could lose, and were losing their children to their father-in-laws who were legally granted guardianship of their sons’ children. Esmat recalls how she and other women felt compromised and used and began to publicly speak out:

We protested when the widows of martyrs lost custody of their children to their husbands’ families. These women had served the nation and had lost their husbands. It was unfair to take their children away from them too. The defenders used Islamic law to justify this action. But I think it was also about the money. Children of martyrs were entitled to cash allowances by the state and the grandfathers wanted control of the money. Eventually, Khomeini stepped in and issued a fatwa [decree] which granted widowed mothers the right to keep their children.

In the Middle East, traditional patriarchy and patrilineality have reinforced each other whereby children are held to belong to their father and the paternal lineage over a mother’s claim to her children (Joseph 2000: 13). During the war, wives of martyrs used their symbolic capital to gain custody of their children. They legitimized their claims by emphasizing their political contributions to the nation and state, not to the family, as traditional patriarchy would have it.

Mothering the War

While the state promoted male youth largely independent of their fathers, their promotion did not occur entirely outside parental relations. The state strategically valorized the position of motherhood to help legitimize the war project, which gave mothers a new kind of political status. Iranian mothers were implicated in two important ways that are common to nationalist projects: As biological reproducers of the nation and as active transmitters of the national culture (Yuval-Davis and Anthias, as cited in McClintock 1993: 62-63 ). In Iran, motherhood was symbolically redefined to complement the symbol of the war martyr. State leaders encouraged mothers to give up their sons by speaking of the glories that martyrdom would bestow on their children in paradise (Gieling 1999: 56). Khomeini told mothers that they should be congratulated for the martyrdom of their sons (ibid 1999: 56). Mothers were honored as participants in the nation’s political struggles and were “given the moral right to demand respect and consideration” (Friedl, as cited in Zahedi 2006: 282).

While there are no statistics publicly available regarding soldiers’ mothers, most of the war martyrs and veterans are known to come from lower and lower-middle class families. Since women’s social and political participation had been largely limited to educated women of the upper and middle classes before the revolution (Najmabadi 1991: 61), it can be reasonably assumed that most of these mothers did not have a strong public presence before the war. The profiles of my interview sample also supports this contention: All of the war volunteers I interviewed had mothers who were either illiterate or who had basic education levels. Therefore, the war offered these mothers a public status that had historically eluded them.

Farzad recalls that his parents initially opposed his participation in the front. His mother even tried to prevent his deployment to the front lines by sending word to his commanders that he was the only son in the family and should be spared. But then something changed:

She started to participate in events for martyrs’ families and began to understand more the significance of their sacrifice. She decided that my blood is not more valuable than the others. And she stopped opposing my participation to the front. 

While Farzad’s presents his mother’s change of heart as an ethical decision, it seems to me that her decision was at least partly motivated by a desire to promote herself. I don’t mean to suggest that Farzad’s mother wanted her son to be martyred to achieve a public status. In fact, just having one’s son in the front as a volunteer earned a mother plenty of moral capital. In this way, mothers who willingly volunteered their sons became complicit in the state’s deployment of motherhood and were promoted in social status. 

Concluding Remarks

When examined within patriarchal relations, mothers had an interest in promoting their sons’ status because it enhanced their status as well. Both became beneficiaries of the state’s symbolic deployment of youth and motherhood. Furthermore, female youth also gained a new status as the young political bride. While the status of the politically active girl is far more ambiguous, it seems that her political participation entailed the brokerage of new liberties, such as greater freedom of movement. The elder male is conspicuously absent from the topography of symbols, except of course, for Khomeini, who uniquely fathered the nation. Thus, the symbolic framework that drove mobilization and support for the war was largely based on the generation of youth and women, both of whom were subordinates in the traditional patriarchal family. The effect was to increase their social status and incorporate them in the war project at the expense of the father. 

Chapter 5
State Organizations and Collective Identity

This chapter explores how youth and gender were deployed in state organizations and in the construction of collective identity. In the previous chapter, I showed how the state developed and propagated cultural symbols to create a youth-centered war culture, which created generational binaries. This section concentrates on the ways in which state organizations constructed generational and gendered categories and identities. As such, it discusses the institutionalization of the war culture on the one hand, and gendered and generational practices on the other. Because this research is concerned with youth’s lives on the home front, it does not include experiences in the battlefront. 

Skocpol argues that revolutionary regimes are particularly well-suited to mobilize the masses for warfare because of the organizational and political ties that are formed between political elites and the vanguard in the process of relinquishing competing political forces (1988: 149). Organizations, such as urban militias and surveillance committees, can readily be converted to mobilizing resources for warfare, such as soldiers (Skocpol 1988: 149). The Basij, which had started as a grass-roots militia group after the revolution, grew massively with the recruitment of war volunteers. It maintained its grassroots dimension (through local branches in the cities and villages) while also expanding its national scope as “the people’s army” of the Iran-Iraq war (Alahmad and Keshavarzian 2010: 20). 

Reconfiguring Kinship and Polity

Unlike other emergent ideological regimes, which created youth organizations (Cavalli 2004), the Basij was not officially identified as a youth group since membership was open to all ages. But its members were (and still are) overwhelmingly young. As discussed earlier, the Basij seemed to operate under a similar assumption as other ideological regimes, which was that parental values were insufficient and flawed. Using a generational perspective, Cavalli says, “The new elite wishes to build a new political culture, a new kind of person, and a new generation that must be different from those that preceded it” (2004: 162). Stearns says that communist regimes’ rejection of old policies and traditions led policy-makers to conclude that family influence had to be curtailed to allow for new youths and childhoods (2006: 89). What the Iran context adds is that while paternal influence seems to have been curtailed, youth participation did not occur entirely outside family bonds. Many interviewees who were basiji members recall that recruitment of siblings and cousins, as well as friends, was encouraged and that discussions about politics and religion often took place out of parents’ earshot among young members of the family. 

Mania was 14 years old when she joined the female branch of the Basij during her summer break from school:

The Basij offered programs for kids, starting around the age of 13. A friend told me about the activities and we went together. They held religious and political classes and also First Aid and military training. The teachers were young women. Sometimes a cleric would visit and announce that Quran interpretation classes were being offered at the mosque. I liked the religious classes. They explained the reasons for things. They also taught us about materialism and provided the counter-argument so that we could know how to critique it. We liked knowing the answers to things. I would go home and repeat them to my younger siblings. My brother, who was close to me in age, was attending similar classes in the boys’ branch. We would discuss and compare what we learned together. We didn’t discuss such matters with my father. 

Authoritarian states do not always necessarily operate against relations in the family, but rather may incorporate kinship relations selectively. In the Iranian context, youth’s promotion of themselves as political participants included bringing state authority into the family space. Sometimes, the carrying over of state authority into family space contributed to the formation of a shared generational consciousness among peers, as shown in the case of Mania above. Sometimes, it brought political conflict and antagonism, as in the case of Roksana below. Along with four of her brothers, she supported the Islamic Republic by joining the Basij, while two other brothers held opposing views:

It was a bad atmosphere at home. Two of my brothers did not support the Islamic state. They felt strongly about their beliefs, but so did we. We wanted to convince each other. Diversity of thought was not acceptable to us. We were known in the community as active supporters of the regime and we couldn’t accept that our brothers felt differently. Some families were more uniform, but this diversity also occurred. 

Whether in agreement or in opposition, youth’s political participation politicized horizontal relations within the family. With the state replacing the father as the political compass, vertical kinship relations less effectively acted as a unifying and organizing force in political relations within the family. The father-state became the primary moral and political authority, with which youth engaged, either in agreement or opposition. While Iran had first experienced modern political movements and modern state-formation several generations earlier (Najmabadi 1991), youth were not critical to those developments, neither in terms of symbolic prestige nor organizational involvement. During the revolution, family relations had also become politicized. The difference during the war was that politicization was managed by the state, which had extensive resources to institutionalize financial support and facilitate youth supporters’ transitions into adulthood, through social benefits such as educational and public employment opportunities. 

Furthermore, such institutionalized long-term investments extended generationally to youth’s natal and conjugal families as well. When Fariba’s husband was martyred, she was 20 years old and had two small children. The state provided her with a home, monthly allowance, and even employment opportunities, which she later took up once her children became older. When asked why she didn’t live with her family, she answered:

I didn’t want to live with my in-laws or parents. I would have had less status in a family setting. My children would have had less status. I wanted respect for my children, not sympathy. Their identity could have been compromised…. I also expected respect not sympathy. 

According to social convention, women like Fariba would have been expected to return to their fathers’ or fathers-in-law’s home, where they and their children would have depended on their financial support. However, the state replaced the domestic patriarch as the principal source of their financial support and collective identity. Furthermore, as illustrated above, war widows, like martyrs’ mothers expected social respect. War widows’ status and social benefits enabled their emancipation from the domestic father, but it also subjected them to new controls of the state. In an interview with a social worker who had worked for the Foundation of Martyrs for 15 years, she spoke about the state’s surveillance of war widows’ sexual lives and the Foundation’s efforts to broker second marriages for them. Some of the housing complexes that were allocated to war widows and their families also imposed stricter dress codes. In a sense, they became married to the state, which subjected them to even tighter controls than the rest of the female population, to ensure their “moral purity.” Wives of martyrs became especially important because their collective identities were imbricated with the state’s.     

The state also took care of the parents of war martyrs by providing them with a monthly allowance and other social benefits, such as health care, subsidized food and housing, and low travel fare (Zahedi 2006: 274). In return, mothers featured predominantly in the frequent and very public mourning ceremonies of martyrs. Memoirs written by martyrs’ mothers are filled with accounts of regular visits to other war families, where they provide comfort and emotional support. While many of these visits surely operated outside the purview of the state, on the whole, such practices constituted part of women’s contributions to the war. Furthermore, they publicly reinforced the social status of martyrs’ mothers. 

My interviewees reveal that single young women also participated heavily in mourning ceremonies and comfort visits to families. This was in addition to their activities in the support lines. Yet, unlike soldiers and their mothers and wives, they were neither celebrated nor compensated for their contributions by the state. Esmat had become so heavily involved in her volunteer war work that she quit her job as a university administrator to devote herself more fully to the war. A year later she got married, had children and hosted her husband’s family who had fled their war-torn city. Still, whenever she could spare the time, she went out and worked in the support lines. However, years later, she reflects on the differences between her and her sister, who is the mother of a respected basiji war veteran:

My sister has a much higher status than me and gets various benefits. I worked so hard during the war to help defeat the enemy, to help protect the revolution’s ideals. I left my children at home to tend to the wounded. I quit my job. Yet, when I think about it now, I got nothing in return. My sister is a wonderful woman but she didn’t do anything, her son did.

Despite the emancipatory thrusts of the state’s institutional practices vis-à-vis domestic patriarchy, they ultimately defined women’s collective identity primarily as wives and mothers, thus effectively containing gender within the constructs of state 

patriarchy. 

Youth Practices and the Formation of Generational Units

In youth’s daily lives, the political authority of the state was most immediately felt through interactions with organizations like the Basij and the Islamic Association, which will be discussed next, both of which were overwhelmingly populated by youth. The Islamic Association (IA) was a youth organization, which had branches in every high school and university throughout the country. In their recollections about school and university, almost all the interviewees spoke about the Islamic Association, testifying to the influence of the IA on youth experiences in educational institutions. According to one interviewee, the IA engaged in a range of activities “to promote the goals of the revolution”—which ranged from proselytizing about ‘Islam’ to community service to political and moral surveillance. During the war, the IA turned its energies to promoting the war, providing support to the support lines, and recruiting volunteers from schools and universities. 

The IA provided new opportunities for youth participation in social and political affairs. Before the war, the IA was mobilized to help the nascent state win the domestic battle against competing political forces, such as the Marxists, nationalists, and Muslim-Marxists. Fatemeh was a socially active 17- year old teenager in the important oil-town of Abadan, which was targeted and heavily attacked by Iraqi forces at the start of the war. She headed the IA in her high school and regularly joined other IA branch leaders in city-wide meetings, which were organized by the District Governor, himself only 21 years old. Before the war, she recalls being assigned to an orphanage to “convince the manager that his attitude and approach in his work should be in line with the revolution’s values.” Branch leaders from other high schools and universities were sent to hospitals, mosques, public sector offices, notary public offices, and even the Ministry of Education, with the same message, “to promote the revolution.” When the war began, Fatemeh’s mother and little sister left Abadan, but despite her father’s insistence, she stayed behind along with her brothers. With the IA, she began providing support to the battle lines by collecting food, medicine, clothing and providing first aid to civilians wounded from the bombings: 

I was at one of the neighborhoods collecting data on damages and on the wounded from Iraqi attacks, when I heard that the orphanage staff had abandoned the children. Earlier in the day, I had gone home and saw that my father was alone and had not eaten. I told him that I would go to the mosque and bring him food. But after hearing about the orphanage, I forgot about my father and went to the District Governor to report the news about the children. I told him I would be willing to transport the children to a safe city. He gave me a Red Crescent vehicle and assigned two other people to accompany the children and me to Shiraz. I didn’t tell my father or anyone else that I was going to Shiraz. He thought that I went for food, but I never returned. 

Fatemeh is one of the many young women, who volunteered for organizational activity, and hence promoted themselves as politically active girls. Unlike boys, who held the potential for future patriarchal authority, the role of girls’ political participation in their construction is far ambiguous due to the strong emphasis placed on their domestic roles. For most of the women interviewees, their political activity was curtailed after marriage and childbirth, as they redirected their energies to fulfilling their domestic responsibilities. Furthermore, as active girls in the state’s organizations, they had to be conspicuously moral, in a domestic and personal sense, and extra modest in behavior and dress (Jean-Klein 2000: 124). Yet in the immediate, their political activity posed a challenge to the domestic patriarch’s authority. As exemplified in the excerpt above, relations of authority, obligation, and reciprocity, which for a 17-year old unmarried girl, would have been traditionally organized by filial bonds in the family (Friedl 2009), was eclipsed by political participation in organizations of the state.  

The participation of youth in the IA (and the Basij) was also important because the state empowered them with political and moral authority in society. In one sense, youth were integrated as subordinates into the state’s hierarchical structures, thus establishing public patriarchy, as Walby has argued for women. However, by granting youth the moral authority to monitor other citizens and political authority to participate in the “Sacred Defense,” the state made them partners in the war project. However, asymmetrical and unequal the relationship was, nevertheless, youth were granted an unprecedented role and status in society. 

For example, IA members were responsible for monitoring their peers in high school and university and for reporting them for suspicious activities of a political or moral nature. In the early days of the war, much of the focus was on political activity. But once non-state political activity was essentially crushed, much of their focus turned to ensuring that youth abided by a particular ‘Islamic’ moral code of behavior and dress that increasingly became constitutive of the austere war culture. Girls experienced the monitoring much more intensely, but there were also male interviewees who recalled bans on wearing jeans in school or getting into trouble for having hair that was deemed too long. Usually, the reporting and disciplining was maintained within the disciplining structure of the educational institution, so punishment ranged from suspension to expulsion from school. 

However, such experiences were far more common in big cities, where urban culture was deemed “corrupt” and thus in need for purification. Since the IA operated locally, the kinds of surveillance differed according to local context. Zohre recalls getting into trouble as a high school student when she challenged the school’s efforts to reinforce gender segregation:  

We were sitting in class one day when through the window, we saw our former teacher from middle school walking across the street to buy some kerosene. He was well-liked by the students so we all got really excited to see him. We called out his name and one girl said hello through the window, while the rest of us nodded our heads in greeting. A few days later, I saw that they were painting the windows of our classroom. When I asked why, the administrator said it was to prevent girls from looking at boys. I knew that this was a result of that day. I said, “Do you think you can prevent us talking to boys by painting the windows? You can’t prevent girls and boys from talking. I’m speaking the truth. All you have done is make this classroom dark.” Two days later, we were summoned by the principal, who said that we had to write a statement, apologizing for our wrongdoing, or else we would be expelled. An older student, who was head of the IA was in the meeting as well. She said that I had claimed to be speaking truth to power and that truth would always prevail. I couldn’t believe it. I denied it because that’s not what I had said. But you know it was my word against hers. She and other members of the Islamic Association were in the minority, but they had all the power and access. 

Although the above excerpt seems to support the state’s construction of the binary between the war culture and secular urban culture, intra-generational divisions among youth were more complicated in reality. Zohre lived in a small town in northeastern Iran, where religious observance was high, intersex mingling was low and all women were conservatively covered. The division between members of the IA and youth like Zohre was partly constructed through new political definitions of collective identity that were linked to the project of nation-state formation. 

The formation of a political collective identity involves the drawing of group boundaries, the adoption of an oppositional consciousness, and the politicization of daily life (Whittier 1997: 762). Youth whose identities were constructed through the war culture upheld a distinct definition of ‘Islam’ that infused notions of austerity, self-sacrifice, and ideological purity; they shared a belief in the “Sacred Defense”; and they identified certain practices as central to or in opposition with moral and ideological purity. State organizations like the IA provided an arena for youth to enact and reinforce their collective identity and assert their authority vis-à-vis other youth of the same generation.    

One notorious activity of the IA was its creation of files on youth “troublemakers,” which could prevent their entrance into university. At least three interviewees said that they were initially rejected from university despite their high exam scores because the IA had not approved their applications. However, as (junior) partners in the state’s project of surveillance, youth also made their own interpretations and acted accordingly. Another interviewee, Shahram, who attended high school in Tehran, also remembered: 

Despite the perception that the relationship between us and the IA was black and white, it really wasn’t. There were often quiet negotiations going on between us. Often times, an IA member would tell me to lay low and not speak out so much because it was offending the higher ups in school. It was easier to negotiate with some IA members than the school authorities, especially when they were in disagreement about how to handle some matter. In fact, I think the IA members who had been to the front were the most flexible because they knew the real war was going on outside at the front, not at home.      

In daily life, oppositional binaries are never as clear and are often contested. Even Farzad, who was an ardent regime supporter and a basiji war veteran remembers how the IA initially tried to block his entrance into university:  

I believed in having free discussions so I spoke with the Marxists in high school. The IA kids didn’t like that I interacted with them. I told them that I wanted to give the Marxists information and get information. It’s better to advance one’s goals with discussion. The IA was really upset by this and later they tried to prevent me from getting into university. This was in 1983 and I had been going to the front from the start of the war. 

Despite the state’s interest in maintaining stable collective identities, group boundaries and ideological practices are subject to the interpretations of those who have been entrusted to embody and enforce them. 

Concluding Remarks

This chapter showed how the war reconfigured the relationship between kinship and the polity. Youth organizational practices carried state authority into family spaces and politicized family relations. In this process, youth’s status was enhanced at the expense of the moral political authority of the domestic patriarch. Furthermore, state institutions provided critical material support to enable young women’s autonomy from their conjugal and natal families. The state’s recruitment of youth into organizations made youth junior partners in the state’s enforcement of moral and ideological purity, and helped to construct collective identities. It also empowered youth to make their own interpretations about the meanings and enactment of those identities.   

Chapter 6
Conclusion

This paper has studied the centrality of youth in social relations during the Iran-Iraq war. It has argued that youth, as a generational category, was an important constitutive element in the reconfiguration of patriarchal relations during the war, which shifted from private to public patriarchy. Youth’s political participation enhanced their social status at the expense of the domestic patriarch, whose political moral authority was weakened. This transformation was enabled by the three factors: The state, which valorized youth as political actors; the war, which provided the vehicle for their political action; and the youth, who promoted themselves. Through their political participation, youth brought state authority into family spaces and thus enabled the relocation of patriarchal authority from the domestic patriarch to the state. 

As a generational category, youth became an important element to reconfiguring social relations during the war in four ways: First, through redefined and emergent cultural symbols, which the state propagated to mobilize youth for the war. Second, the state’s deployment of normative concepts to define those symbols implied an oppositional binary between youth and male elders, whose political values and attitudes were suggested to be corrupt. Furthermore, oppositional binaries were more overtly imposed on the relations between youth in order to marginalize those youth who did not adopt the state’s war ideology. Third, the state’s war values were materialized, practiced, and enforced through youth participation in state organizations. Youth organizational practices carried state authority into family relations, which dislodged the domestic patriarch’s authority.  Furthermore, youth’s deployment in the state’s monitoring practices brought state authority into relations among peers and created generational units among youth. Lastly, youth’s incorporation into the war efforts enhanced youth’s status and created new collective identities.

This paper has also shown how women and gender were implicated in the mobilization of youth in the war. The state invoked the symbol of motherhood and politicized it to legitimize the state’s extraction of male youth from their families. The state celebrated and valorized mothers of martyrs, encouraged their public participation, and provided them with institutionalized support and benefits. As a result, mothers were granted a new social status and identity and significant moral authority, which was independent of their husbands. The mobilization of mothers was intertwined with the mobilization of male youth, and mothers’ social status was derived from their sons. In this way, traditional patriarchal relations were left undisturbed. However, mothers were actively involved by promoting themselves because similar to youth, it offered them a new status and authority, which were unavailable to them in the family. Likewise, but to a lesser degree of intensity, young women were encouraged to pursue their moral and spiritual enhancement by marrying soldiers. Young widows of martyrs were given substantial material support, which enabled their autonomy from their natal and conjugal families. In contrast, the politically active girl whose political identity was not attached to a male was least rewarded by the state for her war efforts. While the state had promoted Hazrat-e Zeinab as a cultural symbol to mobilize young women to participate in the war, her symbolic weight balanced uneasily with Hazrat-e Fatemeh, the docile and dutiful daughter. After her voluntary contributions to the war were no longer needed, she was neither compensated for materially nor ideationally by the state.  

In some ways, the ambiguous figure of the female youth symbolizes the state of political and social relations in Iran today. If the male martyr symbolized the sacrifices, beliefs, and struggles of youth during the Iran-Iraq war, Neda Agha Soltan, the young single woman, who was killed during the post-election demonstrations in 2009, has come to symbolize the contemporary struggles of youth today. Eager to shake off the patriarchal authority of the state, they demand their autonomy and freedom from the state’s controlling structures, which have increasingly treated youth as threats to rather than supporters of its power, since the war’s end. The war mobilized masses of youth into the project of nation-state formation and made them into moral and political subjects. The discontent of Iranian youth today is widespread and distributed throughout different strata of society, which is a testament to the state’s successful integration of youth into national political affairs. However, judging by the widespread discontentment, the orientations of youth that were formed during the war has not passed down to successive generations. The future of the current political struggles is unclear but what is certain is that youth and gender will be critical factors to deciding its outcome. 
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�	 I use Najmabadi’s defintion of Islamism to mean, “a political phenomenon, rather than a religious revival, as a conscious political rejection of the West and the political models associated with it… in favour of… moral purification and ideological reconstruction” (Najmabadi 1991: 64)


�	 While Mannheim identified youth as the formative period, scholars since then have challenged his privileging of youth and have argued that historical experiences in childhood can produce generational formations as well (Cavalli 2004:166; Alanen 2001:16).






