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Introduction

Globalization, driven by communication and information technology, has gradually
reached the borders of our country over the past three decades, influencing a wide range
of objective and subjective aspects of Iranian life. In this context, we have witnessed a
profound transformation in the perspectives and actions of those born in the last three
decades, reflected in the socio-political tensions of recent years. Therefore, it is inevitable
to re-examine the identity, behavior, and demands of the younger generation.

The new generation not only does not carry the values, norms, and beliefs of previous
generations but is also in conflict and opposition with them. Their difference from
previous generations lies not only in the nature and essence of issues and demands but
also in their scale and level; that is, while past generations sought to achieve the notion of
social "emancipation" through grand narratives like political freedom, social justice, and
the like, today's adolescents and young adults are demanding a "life politics" or self-
expressivism. They pursue demands such as rejecting hierarchical social systems and
achieving equality with other generations, the right to a virtuous life, a satisfying life
centered on dignity, the choice of dress, interaction with the opposite sex, the quality of
social presence, and similar matters.

In other words, rather than delving into the depths of life and contemplating complex
intellectual and philosophical matters, they are interested in reflecting on issues that flow
on the surface of life but have not received sufficient attention. This emphasis on the "way
of being" and lifestyle is the most fundamental principle of the politics of subjectivity in
the life of the new generation and has pulled the political down from its lofty social
position to the level of everyday individual affairs. This transformation, which has a
history in developed Western countries, is a new phenomenon in our country and
undoubtedly has significant causes, factors, results, and consequences.

Therefore, the present research seeks to answer the question of what contexts have led to
encouraging adolescents and young adults to engage in political action and what results
arise from it. The hypothesis of the research is that generational change, due to various
social, cultural, and psychological reasons, has opened a different window for the new
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generation and paved the way for different political activism, the consequences of which
depend on how the political system confronts this phenomenon.

Methodology

The approach chosen for this research is descriptive/analytical, utilizing library-based
methods to organize the data descriptively/analytically. The independent variable in this
study is Generation Z (adolescents and young adults born between 1995 and 2010), and
the dependent variable is the political and social changes in Iran from 2017 to 2022. The
intervening variable is the approach of the governing political system, which can either
temporarily slow down or accelerate the changes or accumulate the demands of this
generation.

Analyzing the nature of this generation's activism requires a conceptual framework
encompassing their drivers and agency modes. Therefore, to substantiate the hypothesis, a
combined theoretical framework incorporating Karl Mannheim's "Generation Gap" theory
and Anthony Giddens' concept of "Life Politics" is employed.

A) Mannheim's theory, situated within the sociology of knowledge, posits that thought is
the product of human lived experience, which manifests uniquely in each era and period.
This difference in the lived experience of each generation from the previous ones forms
the basis for generational gaps. When the pace of cultural changes increases to the point
where the current generation can challenge the cultural heritage of the past, a generational
gap occurs.

B) Drawing from the literature of new social-political theory (within post-structuralist and
late modernity approaches), the participation of Generation Z can be considered an act of
"postmodern micro-politics against governmentality." As Foucault notes, power processes
aimed at regulating and controlling life provoke forms of resistance that seek self-
recognition in the name of the body and life; life "constantly" resists and rebels against
the very system that seeks to control it. In this sense, Generation Z's activism can be
understood within Anthony Giddens' interpretation of "Life Politics"; an activism that, by
withdrawing the emancipatory holistic ideals of ideologies, pursues its meaning of life
and manifests through new modes of "self-expression." This connects more with new
social movements rather than traditional parties because it offers ordinary people more
opportunities for direct and unmediated expression of identities and demands.

Overall, when the credibility of ideologies and existing institutions to guide and represent
the demands of Generation Z is lost, the new generation turns away from the conventional
political sphere (institutional activism through official channels of macro-politics) and
gravitates towards a different sphere and style of political activity (non-institutional
activism manifested in micro-politics of the streets and cyberspace).

In analyzing the emergence of this "generational gap in political activism," several
interacting factors can be considered: 1) Objective or Hardware Factors: The most
significant factor in this context is communication technology and social virtual networks,
particularly messaging platforms like Instagram, WhatsApp, Telegram, Twitter, etc. 2)
Subjective or Software Factors: Globalization, cosmopolitanism, postmodernity, and so
on, in Giddens' interpretation, detach individuals from the historical context of their social
life and local identity, thrusting them into the realm of life politics and global identity. 3)
Endogenous or Internal Factors: The dominance of ideology, the creation of "others," and
the division of society into "self" and "other" ultimately align two sets of values and
norms—official (self) and unofficial (other)—against each other. 4) Exogenous or
External Factors: The Islamic Republic of Iran's combative strategy against the Western
world (based on the conflict between tradition and modernity) has confronted Iran with
various challenges. Within this confrontational framework, generational gaps and the
resulting socio-political tensions have always served to intensify the conflict between the
Iranian government and external (especially Western) actors.

Hossein Dostmohammadi et al., The Context and Effects of Generation Z’s Participation...




Research Letter of Political Science .

Generation

z

Results and Discussion

One characteristic often attributed to Generation Z is political disengagement or apathy,
driven by a focus on lifestyle and a superficial engagement with issues rather than deep
contemplation of broader social ideals. However, this generation has been active in Iran's
socio-political transformations, which can be explained on three levels: 1) Macro or
Philosophical Level: There is an intellectual struggle rooted in a philosophical dichotomy
between traditionalism and modernism, leading to two different life-worlds and lifestyles.
Generation Z not only moves beyond tradition (especially its religious aspects) but
sometimes even surpasses modern thought frameworks, showing an inclination toward
postmodernism. 2) Intermediate Level: Here, the struggle is political with a legalistic
underpinning. The ideological approach of the Islamic Republic of Iran, stemming from
the Islamic Revolution's ideology, encompasses all aspects of life, from macro issues like
societal management to micro ones such as body governance. This pervasive ideological
stance has drawn Generation Z into political activism despite their inherently non-political
identity. 3) Micro Level: Focused on individual psychology, here we encounter the
restless non-citizen who is unrecognized by both the government and parts of society,
seeking "recognition" as described by Axel Honneth.

If we consider December 2017 as the starting point of Generation Z's participation in
Iran's socio-political transformations, the new generation has evolved from a neutral
observer to a highly active and leading player over five stages: 1) December 2017
Protests: With economic motives but socio-political undertones, Generation Z, then at
most 20 years old, did not actively participate but their sensitivity to societal issues was
aroused. 2) November 2019 Protests: Initially driven by economic concerns, these protests
rapidly took on a political nature, marking the first active role of Generation Z. 3) January
2020 Protests: Triggered by the government's mishandling of the Ukrainian passenger
plane downing, Generation Z played a more prominent role with increased motivation and
confidence. 4) Scattered Protests between January 2020 and September 2022: These
included regional protests (e.g., farmers in Isfahan protesting water shortages) and
national ones (e.g., against mandatory hijab). Generation Z's participation varied but was
notably strong in national protests, especially among young women.5) September 2022
Protests: Following the death of Mahsa Amini, these protests marked a significant turning
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point with high levels of anger, support for protesters, and participation across three
layers: A) Emotional/Legal: Protesting Mahsa Amini's death. B) Social/Civil: Protesting
the political system's handling of social rights (e.g., optional hijab). C)
Political/ldeological: Protesting the political system's lack of timely and transparent
responses and harsh crackdown on protests.

The 2022 tensions had diverse consequences categorized into three areas: 1) National
Political Sphere: These events polarized all active societal domains beyond the internal
political discourse (reformist/conservative), uniting civil society and the masses against
the entire political system. 2) International Political Sphere: There was widespread
reaction and support from the diaspora, foreign media, opposing and critical governments,
and international organizations, questioning Iran's credibility. 3) Social Sphere: The
normative conflict between the state-centric official discourse and the society-centric
discourse became more pronounced. If Generation Z's dispersed and subtle social
movements continue, they may weaken the state's governance, as the widespread adoption
of previously illegitimate behaviors can normalize them, creating more space for
alternative behaviors and norms.

Conclusion

Iranian society is once again on the brink of a significant transformation. Borrowing from
Homa Katouzian's term, the "Short Term Society" of Iran faces the historic crossroads of
"destruction and reconstruction or reform and completion." Generation Z, the driving
force of protests, views the current societal structure as alien, unable to understand their
language, emotions, and needs, and incapable of adapting to new conditions, thus desiring
its destruction. The strategic question is how to shift from destruction to reform. Before
treatment, recognizing the "representation crisis" in governance is crucial; a crisis in both
representing material demands (economic-political) and recognizing post-material
demands (identity and lifestyle). Based on this, two sets of actions are recommended:

a) Tactical Actions: These are remedial, compensatory, and persuasive, aiming to "repair"
the trust gap between the state and the people, "compensate" for the physical, financial,
and emotional losses of those affected, and "convince" political activists, especially the
youth, of the feasibility of political action within the existing political framework.

b) Strategic Actions: These should occur in three areas: replacing the "governance"
approach with "government™ in bureaucracy, expanding “social justice" in the broadest
sense (economic, cultural, social, political) in domestic policy, and leveraging "foreign
policy capacities" to prioritize national interests and strengthen internal cohesion.

Keywords: Generation Gap, Generation Z, Life Politics, Self-expressivism, Socio-
political Tensions, Iran.
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