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Abstract

This article examines the discursive formation of youth in Iran during the 1340/1960s. It argues that, as a
result of rapid population growth, the rejuvenation of the country's age structure, accelerating urbanization,
and the cultural transformations associated with the emergence of the "new social movements™ in the post-
World War Il international context, young people were transformed from a demographic reality into a social
problem. Drawing upon Michel Foucault's discourse analysis and a wide range of primary historical
sources, the article identifies at least three major discourses on youth that emerged during this period. The
first is the juridical-disciplinary discourse, which constructed the object of the "rebellious youth" as
inherently prone to delinquency. Influenced by the recommendations and programs of the United Nations,
this discourse moved beyond a purely punitive approach by emphasizing crime prevention, surveillance,
and the establishment of specialized institutions such as juvenile courts. The second is the sociological
discourse, developed primarily through the Institute for Social Studies and Research within the institutional
framework proposed by the United Nations. It conceptualized the "maladjusted youth™ in relation to the
processes of social transition and the widening generation gap, advocating institutional interventions,
educational reform, the strengthening of intergenerational dialogue, and the organization of youth leisure
activities. The third is the religious discourse, which portrayed youth as a critical stage of life characterized
by moral vulnerability and viewed the "misguided youth" as a consequence of the weakening of religious
faith and the secularizing tendencies of modern civilization. Accordingly, it emphasized moral guidance
through religious authorities and the education of young people within the framework of religious and
scholarly forums. Despite their theoretical differences, all three discourses represented youth as a potential
threat to social order and tradition, thereby legitimizing various forms of supervision, guidance, and control.
The article further argues that, although debates surrounding the "youth question” became increasingly
prominent during the 1960s, the historical conditions necessary for the emergence of a different conception
of youth—embodied in the figure of the "revolutionary youth" that became prominent in the 1970s and
during the Islamic Revolution—had not yet been established.
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Extended Structured Abstract

Introduction

Youth emerged as one of the most significant social concerns in Iran during the 1340/1960s (the 1340s in
the Iranian calendar). This transformation was not merely the consequence of demographic growth but was
closely intertwined with rapid urbanization, socioeconomic modernization, educational expansion, and
profound cultural changes that reshaped Iranian society. The growing proportion of young people, together
with the expansion of mass education, migration to urban centers, and increasing exposure to global cultural
currents, brought youth into the center of political, social, and intellectual debates. Consequently, youth
ceased to be regarded solely as a biological or age-based category and became a distinct social subject that
attracted the attention of governmental institutions, academics, legal authorities, religious thinkers, and the
mass media. This article investigates how the discourse of youth was historically constituted in Iran during
this transformative decade. Rather than assuming that "youth" represents a natural or universal category,
the study adopts the Foucauldian understanding that social categories are historically produced through
systems of knowledge, institutional practices, and relations of power. From this perspective, youth is
understood as a discursive construction whose meaning changes across historical contexts according to
different configurations of power and knowledge. Therefore, the central concern of this research is not the
objective condition of young people but the ways in which various discourses defined youth, identified its
problems, and proposed specific mechanisms for governing and regulating this social group. The 1960s
represented a decisive historical moment because modernization policies introduced extensive economic
and social transformations while simultaneously generating new forms of social tension. Rapid
industrialization, rural-urban migration, educational reforms, and cultural exchanges with the West altered
traditional family structures and social relationships. These developments produced widespread concerns
regarding juvenile delinquency, generational conflict, moral decline, educational challenges, and the
integration of young people into a rapidly changing society. As a result, youth became an object of
systematic observation, classification, intervention, and regulation. Previous studies on Iranian youth have
generally focused either on demographic changes, political activism, or sociological characteristics of
younger generations. While these studies have significantly contributed to understanding youth as a social
phenomenon, they have paid relatively limited attention to the historical processes through which youth
itself became an object of discourse and governmental intervention. This article addresses that gap by
examining how different institutions and intellectual traditions participated in constructing particular
representations of youth and how these representations shaped practical strategies for managing social
order. Drawing upon Michel Foucault's discourse analysis, the article argues that discourses should not be
understood merely as linguistic expressions but as productive systems that create objects of knowledge,
define normality and deviance, and legitimize particular forms of institutional intervention. Through
discourse, youth is transformed into a governable subject whose conduct can be observed, evaluated,
corrected, and directed. Accordingly, the article explores the historical emergence of competing yet
interconnected discourses that sought to define the nature of youth and prescribe appropriate responses to
its perceived problems. The study ultimately demonstrates that despite their ideological differences, the
dominant discourses of the 1960s shared a common concern with regulating youth and integrating young
people into desirable social and moral orders. By reconstructing these discursive formations, the article
contributes to a deeper historical understanding of youth in modern Iran while illustr

ating the intimate relationship between knowledge production, institutional power, and the governance of
social life.

Methodology

This research employs a qualitative historical approach grounded in Michel Foucault's discourse analysis.
Rather than treating discourse as a collection of texts or linguistic expressions, the study understands
discourse as a historically situated system of knowledge that produces particular objects, defines categories
of normality and abnormality, and legitimizes specific forms of institutional intervention. Accordingly, the



objective is not to determine whether contemporary representations of youth were factually accurate, but to
investigate how different actors constructed youth as a social problem, what assumptions informed these
constructions, and what forms of knowledge and power emerged through them. The analytical framework
is based primarily on Foucault's concepts of discourse, power/knowledge, subjectification, and
governmentality. From this perspective, knowledge about youth cannot be separated from the institutional
practices through which young people were observed, classified, disciplined, and guided. Discourses
simultaneously define social realities and create mechanisms through which individuals become governable
subjects. Consequently, the article analyzes youth not as a fixed demographic category but as a historically
contingent object whose meaning was produced through interactions among legal institutions, academic
knowledge, governmental organizations, religious authorities, and public debates. The empirical materials
consist of a wide range of primary historical sources published during the 1960s in Iran. These include
official governmental reports, parliamentary documents, publications of the United Nations and related
international organizations, reports issued by juvenile justice institutions and social welfare agencies,
sociological and educational journals, religious magazines, newspapers, and other contemporary
publications addressing youth-related issues. The diversity of these sources makes it possible to reconstruct
the dominant discursive formations rather than relying on a single institutional perspective. The analytical
process involved several stages. First, relevant documents concerning youth, adolescence, juvenile
delinquency, education, morality, family, and social change were systematically collected and reviewed.
Second, recurring concepts, metaphors, categories, and explanatory frameworks were identified through
close textual analysis. Third, these recurring patterns were examined to determine how they constituted
coherent discursive formations with distinctive assumptions regarding the causes of youth-related
problems, the identity of young people, and the appropriate forms of intervention. Finally, the relationships
among these discourses were analyzed in order to identify both their differences and their shared underlying
rationalities. Instead of focusing on individual authors or isolated texts, the analysis reconstructs broader
networks of statements that circulated across different institutions and intellectual traditions. Particular
attention is paid to the ways in which legal, sociological, and religious forms of knowledge converged
around common concerns regarding the regulation of youth while simultaneously proposing different
explanatory models and practical solutions. This approach makes it possible to reveal how apparently
competing perspectives participated in the broader governmental production of youth as a distinct social
category. Methodologically, the article does not seek to establish causal relationships in a positivist sense.
Rather, it reconstructs the historical conditions that made specific ways of thinking about youth possible
and socially legitimate. In doing so, it demonstrates how discourse functions as a productive force that
shapes institutional practices, influences policy formation, and defines the boundaries of acceptable social
conduct. The analysis therefore combines historical contextualization with Foucauldian discourse analysis
to explain not only what was said about youth during the 1960s but also why particular representations
became dominant and how they contributed to broader strategies of governing society.

Findings

The analysis demonstrates that the discourse of youth in Iran during the 1960s was neither homogeneous
nor unified. Instead, it was constituted through several interconnected yet competing discursive formations
that emerged in response to the profound social transformations of the decade. Although these discourses
differed in their intellectual foundations, explanatory frameworks, and proposed solutions, they collectively
contributed to constructing youth as a distinct social category requiring continuous observation, guidance,
and intervention. The study identifies three dominant discourses that played a central role in shaping public
and institutional understandings of youth. The first and most influential discourse may be described as the
juridical-disciplinary discourse, which primarily emerged through legal institutions, juvenile courts,
criminological studies, governmental organizations, and welfare agencies. Within this discourse, youth was
represented predominantly through the figure of the "rebellious youth." Adolescence was regarded as a
transitional stage characterized by emotional instability, susceptibility to deviant behavior, and
vulnerability to criminal influences. Juvenile delinquency was therefore interpreted not merely as an
individual moral failure but as a social phenomenon requiring systematic governmental intervention. This
discourse emphasized the establishment of specialized juvenile courts, correctional institutions,



rehabilitation centers, psychological assessment, and preventive educational programs. Rather than relying
exclusively on punishment, it increasingly promoted surveillance, diagnosis, classification, and
rehabilitation as modern techniques for regulating youthful behavior. In Foucauldian terms, disciplinary
power gradually replaced purely punitive mechanisms by transforming young offenders into subjects whose
conduct could be observed, corrected, and normalized through specialized institutions. The second
dominant discourse is identified as the sociological discourse, which became increasingly influential
through academic research, social policy debates, and professional discussions among sociologists,
educators, psychologists, and social workers. Unlike the juridical perspective, this discourse shifted
attention from individual misconduct toward broader processes of social transformation. Rapid
urbanization, industrialization, migration, educational expansion, family change, and the widening
generation gap were presented as the principal factors underlying youth-related tensions. Consequently, the
central figure within this discourse was the "maladjusted youth," whose difficulties reflected structural
disruptions rather than inherent personal deficiencies. Youth was understood as experiencing uncertainty,
identity conflicts, weakened family authority, and challenges of adaptation within an increasingly complex
modern society. Accordingly, solutions focused on expanding educational opportunities, strengthening
family institutions, improving recreational and cultural facilities, promoting social participation, and
implementing broader welfare policies capable of facilitating social integration. This discourse therefore
framed youth issues primarily as consequences of modernization and advocated institutional reforms
instead of purely legal control. The third discourse identified in the analysis is the religious discourse, which
interpreted contemporary youth through a fundamentally moral and spiritual framework. Religious
publications, clerical writings, and Islamic intellectuals portrayed modern social changes with considerable
concern, emphasizing the perceived erosion of religious values under the influence of Western culture and
secular modernization. Within this discourse, the dominant representation was that of the "misguided
youth." Young people were believed to be particularly vulnerable to moral corruption because of declining
religious commitment, weakening family authority, materialism, and the expansion of foreign cultural
influences. Unlike the sociological discourse, which attributed youth problems primarily to structural
transformations, religious thinkers emphasized ethical decline and spiritual alienation as the principal
causes of social disorder. Consequently, they advocated religious education, moral guidance, strengthening
Islamic identity, and reinforcing traditional ethical values as the most effective means of protecting youth
and restoring social stability. Despite their significant ideological differences, these three discourses shared
several fundamental assumptions. None regarded youth simply as autonomous social actors capable of
defining their own identities independently. Instead, all three represented young people as subjects whose
conduct required continuous guidance by legitimate authorities, whether legal experts, social scientists,
educators, or religious leaders. Each discourse proposed different techniques of intervention, yet all
contributed to expanding institutional involvement in the lives of young people. The analysis further
demonstrates that these discourses collectively transformed youth into an object of governmental
knowledge. Through legal regulations, sociological investigations, educational policies, religious
instruction, and public debates, youth became increasingly visible as a population requiring specialized
expertise and administrative attention. In this sense, the production of knowledge about youth functioned
simultaneously as a mechanism of governance. Defining youth as vulnerable, deviant, maladjusted, or
morally endangered justified the expansion of institutional practices designed to monitor, educate,
discipline, and regulate this rapidly growing segment of society. Finally, the study shows that although
political activism among young people expanded considerably during the late 1960s, the discourse of the
"revolutionary youth” had not yet become dominant within the period examined. The prevailing
representations remained largely centered on concerns of discipline, adaptation, morality, and social
integration. The emergence of youth as an explicitly revolutionary political subject would become more
visible during the following decade, when broader political transformations fundamentally altered the
dominant discursive landscape surrounding Iranian youth.

Conclusion

This study has examined the historical construction of youth in Iran during the 1960s through a Foucauldian
discourse-analytical framework. Rather than approaching youth as a fixed demographic or biological



category, the analysis has demonstrated that it was historically constituted through interconnected systems
of knowledge, institutional practices, and relations of power. The emergence of youth as a significant social
issue was closely associated with the profound demographic, economic, cultural, and political
transformations that accompanied Iran's modernization during this period. As these transformations
intensified, youth increasingly became an object of governmental concern, scientific investigation, legal
regulation, and religious reflection. The findings indicate that three dominant discourses—the juridical-
disciplinary discourse, the sociological discourse, and the religious discourse—collectively shaped
contemporary understandings of youth. Although each discourse relied upon distinct theoretical
assumptions and proposed different strategies of intervention, they converged in representing young people
as subjects requiring guidance, supervision, and regulation. Legal institutions emphasized discipline,
surveillance, and rehabilitation; sociological perspectives stressed adaptation through educational and
social reforms; and religious approaches advocated moral and spiritual guidance as the primary means of
addressing youth-related concerns. These differences illustrate the plurality of intellectual responses to
modernization while simultaneously revealing their shared commitment to governing youth through
specialized forms of knowledge. From a Foucauldian perspective, the significance of these discourses lies
not simply in their descriptions of young people but in their productive capacity to constitute youth as a
governable social category. Knowledge concerning juvenile delinquency, education, morality, family
relations, and social adjustment functioned as an integral component of broader governmental rationalities
that sought to regulate individual conduct and maintain social order. Consequently, the institutional
expansion of educational systems, welfare organizations, juvenile justice mechanisms, psychological
expertise, and religious instruction should be understood not merely as responses to pre-existing social
problems but also as mechanisms through which youth itself was continuously defined, classified, and
governed. The study also highlights the importance of situating youth within its historical context. The
dominant representations identified in the 1960s remained largely concerned with discipline, adaptation,
and moral reform rather than political mobilization. Although political activism among younger generations
expanded toward the end of the decade, the discourse of the “revolutionary youth™ had not yet become the
dominant framework through which youth was understood. Instead, the prevailing discourses primarily
sought to integrate young people into existing social, legal, and moral structures. Only during the
subsequent decade, under changing political circumstances, would revolutionary interpretations of youth
gradually displace earlier forms of representation. By reconstructing these historical discursive formations,
this article contributes to the historiography of modern Iran as well as to broader sociological studies of
youth. It demonstrates that changing understandings of youth cannot be explained solely through
demographic developments or social change but must also be analyzed in relation to historically specific
configurations of discourse, knowledge, and power. More broadly, the findings illustrate how modern
societies produce social categories through institutional practices that simultaneously generate knowledge,
define norms, and organize mechanisms of governance. Future research may extend this analytical
framework by examining the transformation of youth discourses during the 1970s and the Islamic
Revolution, thereby providing a more comprehensive understanding of the historical evolution of youth as
a political, cultural, and social subject in contemporary Iran.
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