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Abstract

The acceleration of globalization and the expansion of communication meth-
ods have provided young people with the possibility to select new forms of
life. This paper aims to explore the life choices and politics of youth, their
narratives of blockage and limitations in both individual and collective life,
and how they confront their rights, freedoms, pleasures, and hardships related
to their bodies. It examines how ethical and value principles in personal and
social life encounter contradictions, choices, and value constraints within the
hegemonic space of Iranian society. The core focus of this study is on youth’s
choices, decision-making processes, ethical principles, and values. Grounded
in Anthony Giddens’ theory of the politics of life, this qualitative research em-
ploys narrative interviews with a purposive sample of 24 young individuals
from the city of Sanandaj. Thematic analysis of the data yielded five main
themes: life as fate, external pressures and inner dreams, absence of a pri-
vate sphere and its mental desire, the dilemma of ethical value conflicts, and
lifestyle as a guideline. The findings reveal an incongruence between values
and contextual conditions. Many of these changes and transformations remain
subjective and face objective political, economic, and structural social block-
ages. Contrary to Giddens’ theory, in the Iranian context, the politics of life
signifies resilience and the ability to live within the gap between objective
pressures and subjective expectations while enduring such tensions.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

In recent years, the formation of personal identities and life politics under con-
ditions of globalization has become an important issue in social and cultural
studies. In Iran, research on youth has mainly focused on generational change,
particularly shifts in values, attitudes, and behaviors, often influenced by Ron-
ald Inglehart’s theory of materialist and post-materialist values. However, less
attention has been paid to how young people make decisions about their lives,
identities, values, and ethical principles within specific social and cultural con-
texts. To address this gap, the present study draws on Anthony Giddens’s con-
cept of life politics, which refers to the choices and decisions through which
individuals construct their identities and ways of living in late modernity. It also
draws on Ulrich Beck’s theory of individualization, emphasizing the increasing
responsibility of individuals for constructing their own life trajectories. From
this perspective, young people are increasingly required to reflexively negotiate
questions concerning identity, relationships, work, family, values, and lifestyle.
The study examines these processes among young people in Sanandaj, Iran,
where national cultural structures intersect with distinctive Kurdish cultural,
social, and political conditions. Young people encounter the simultaneous influ-
ence of official cultural norms, local expectations, and globalized cultural flows,
creating a context in which life choices and identity formation are continuously
negotiated. Accordingly, this study seeks to understand how young people con-
struct their life politics and personal identities, particularly in relation to autono-
my, social life, morality, values, bodily practices, and everyday choices.

2. Methodology

This qualitative study employed thematic analysis to explore the lived experienc-
es of young people in Sanandaj. Twenty-four young people aged 20-32, includ-
ing women and men with diverse educational and marital backgrounds, were
selected through purposive sampling to reflect social, economic, and cultural
variation. Data were collected through semi-structured, face-to-face interviews
lasting approximately 3045 minutes. The interviews addressed participants’
understandings of life, personal limitations, relationships with others, value and
ethical conflicts, and choices concerning values and lifestyles. Particular atten-
tion was given to participants’ biographical narratives and their experiences of
constraints, private and public spheres, the body, and personal identity. The data
were analyzed using Attride-Stirling’s thematic network analysis. Basic themes
were identified from participants’ narratives and subsequently organized into
organizing and global themes. The findings were then interpreted in relation to
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Giddens’s theory of life politics. To enhance trustworthiness, the study consid-
ered credibility, transferability, and confirmability by grounding interpretations
in participants’ accounts and incorporating diversity in their experiences.

3. Findings

The findings reveal that young people in Sanandaj construct their life politics
within a persistent tension between personal aspirations and structural, cultural,
and social constraints. Thematic analysis identified four overarching themes: life
as destiny, external pressure and inner aspirations, the absence of a private sphere
and the desire for it, value and ethical conflicts, and lifestyle as a directive for
self-construction. Together, these themes demonstrate the difficulties young peo-
ple face in developing autonomous and reflexive life projects. The first theme, life
as destiny, indicates that many participants experienced their lives as predeter-
mined or imposed rather than as the outcome of autonomous choices. Economic
hardship, unemployment, family expectations, and social structures contributed
to a sense of limited agency. Participants often described the present as repeti-
tive and constrained while locating their hopes for a better life in the future. This
produced an “ideology of waiting,” whereby meaningful living is postponed to
an anticipated future rather than actively constructed in the present. The second
theme, external pressure and inner aspirations, demonstrates that young people
encounter both internalized and external constraints. Although participants ex-
pressed aspirations for autonomy, these were restricted by economic depriva-
tion, unemployment, gender norms, family expectations, religious traditions, and
limited educational, recreational, and occupational opportunities. External con-
straints were generally more influential than internal self-regulation. Women, in
particular, reported restrictions concerning clothing, employment, and acceptable
forms of social behavior. Consequently, a significant gap emerged between the
identities and lifestyles participants desired and those they could publicly enact.
The third theme concerns the absence of a private sphere and the desire for
privacy. Participants described extensive social surveillance, judgment, and
interference in decisions concerning marriage, clothing, relationships, and ev-
eryday behavior. The boundaries between private and public life were therefore
perceived as weak. Virtual spaces sometimes provided an alternative sphere
in which young people could express aspects of identity that were difficult to
display in everyday settings. Social media thus functioned simultaneously as
a source of new aspirations and as a space for negotiating identity under con-
ditions of social control. The fourth theme, value and ethical conflicts, reflects
tensions between inherited values and emerging globalized orientations. Par-
ticipants reported conflicts between traditional and modern values, religious
norms and individual autonomy, and older generations’ expectations and young
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people’s aspirations. Exposure to global media and alternative lifestyles in-
creased awareness of different possibilities while intensifying uncertainty and
ethical ambivalence. Young people were therefore situated between competing
normative systems without always possessing sufficient cultural and institu-
tional resources to reconcile them.

Finally, lifestyle as a directive for self-construction indicates increasing in-
dividualization in leisure, relationships, marriage, consumption, and bodily
appearance. Young people expressed preferences for greater independence
from family and greater control over lifestyle choices. Among women, beauty
practices, makeup, and bodily modification emerged as important means of
constructing and displaying identity. The body was increasingly treated as a
project that could be consciously managed and reconstructed. Nevertheless,
these individualizing tendencies remained constrained by family expectations,
social norms, economic limitations, and the broader cultural context. Overall,
the findings indicate that life politics among young people in Sanandaj is char-
acterized not by complete individual autonomy, but by continuous negotiation
between aspirations for self-determination and powerful structural constraints.

4. Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that the everyday life politics of young people in
Sanandaj is shaped by a persistent tension between expanding subjective aspi-
rations and limited objective opportunities. Although young people are increas-
ingly exposed to individualistic values, diverse lifestyles, and alternative ways
of imagining the self and the future, their ability to realize these possibilities
remains constrained by economic, social, familial, cultural, and institutional
structures. The study shows that young people experience life through three
interconnected conditions: life as coercion, mechanical social existence, and an
ideology of waiting. While life is regarded as valuable, everyday existence is of-
ten experienced as repetitive, imposed, and beyond individual control. The ide-
ology of waiting reflects the tendency to postpone meaningful living to an antic-
ipated future, making the future both a source of hope and a means of enduring
present constraints. Overall, young people in Sanandaj are neither completely
passive nor fully autonomous. They continuously negotiate between agency and
structure, aspiration and reality, choice and coercion, and present and future.
Their life politics is therefore less a politics of unrestricted choice than a politics
of negotiating constraints. The central conclusion is that subjective possibilities
have expanded more rapidly than objective opportunities, producing a condition
in which waiting, adaptation, negotiation, and attempts to preserve and recon-
struct the self have become central strategies of everyday life.

Keywords: Politics of Life, Youth, Cultural and Generational Change, Values, Ethics, Identity
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