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Dress for Success
Khodavand zibast va ziba’i ra dust darad.

(God is beautiful and loves beauty.)
— Hadith

“These mantos are being worn by celebrities. In fact, a famous actress 
made the design for this particular manto. The design has more tra-
ditional Persian motifs and patterns.” This comment, made by a shop 
owner on Maziyar Street, as he held up a long vest emblazoned with 
paisley, helped to solidify the sale of a chic, Persian paisley patterned 
manto that was being sold in The Boutique. The many mantos sold by 
The Boutique, priced around 30,000 tomans (10 USD) in the summer 
of 2015, were markedly less expensive than the plainer mantos being 
sold in other boutiques on Maziyar for double the price. The Boutique 
was doing quite well that summer, as the bohemian look was on- trend: 
actresses to elite women to ordinary schoolgirls would incorporate ele-
ments of “bohemian chic”— a scarf with Persian calligraphy, floral and 
paisley prints, beaded necklaces, and long, loose, flowing mantos with 
dolman sleeves— into their wardrobes. In fact, The Boutique itself was 
the embodiment of the chic, “now” Persian bohemian: a modern bou-
tique with wooden walls, parquet floors, and Iranian kilims and pillows 
lining its walls. On its shelves, The Boutique displayed an assortment 
of handmade shoes and bags sourced from organic fabrics, linen man-
tos, t- shirts with Persian calligraphy, and beaded jewelry. The shop was 
constantly filled with a stream of young women— and the occasional 
man— attracted to its relatively low prices and hipster vibe. To be bohe-
mian chic that summer was to be on point and “with it.”

The Boutique is significant because it represents one avenue by which 
trends can be transmitted to a wide range of Iranians. Indeed, young 
women and men from more modest backgrounds are among the shop’s 
clientele. Purchasing cheap but trendy clothing items becomes a way 
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of building their cultural capital. Bourdieu developed the concept of 
cultural capital to encompass the institutionalized (e.g., educational 
qualifications), objectified (e.g., clothes, books, CDs), and embodied 
(e.g., ideas, speech patterns) assets that a person has and that can be 
converted into economic capital.1 In the case of face- savers, fashionable 
clothing serves as an objectified and embodied asset that facilitates their 
attempts to look farhangi (cultured) and ba kelas. Their self- fashioning 
allows them to compete in the game of life by staking claim to a certain 
lifestyle and giving shape to a particular identity.2 To this I turn below.

Looks

“I look through books with illustrations of old local, Persian costumes 
and then I adapt it to contemporary times, make a design, and give it to 
a tailor to sew for me,” twenty- one- year- old Fereshteh explained when 
I asked her about the uniquely stylish outfits she wore on a daily basis. 
Often strapped for cash, Fereshteh figured that the most cost- effective 
way to be on- trend was to have her own clothes made, an option that 
is often surprisingly cheaper in Iran than buying off the rack. Skinny 
jeans, distinctive mantos, loafers or Converse sneakers, a no- makeup 
makeup look, and jewelry made of leather, fabric, and various bead-
ing comprised the fashion aesthetic that Fereshteh sported on a daily 
basis. Fereshteh was an apprentice in a modern Barnes and Noble– type 
bookstore in the heart of Sari; her father was a schoolteacher from the 
south of Iran, while her mother owned a small clothing shop. Although 
they were able to save enough money to afford the tuition to send their 
daughter to college in Sari— itself an astonishing feat for a family of six— 
they could not provide for Fereshteh’s living expenses. Fereshteh worked 
in the bookstore to be able to pay the rent on the small apartment that 
she shared with a roommate and to meet her daily expenses. Despite 
her financial need, Fereshteh would often explain away the reason she 
worked, attributing it to the culture she was raised in. “Where I’m from, 
working is an honor. People respect you for working. I don’t need the 
money that badly.” Bearing a striking resemblance to a popular Iranian 
actress, Fereshteh often dreamed of becoming involved in theatre.

In the time I knew her, I noticed how Fereshteh would go out of her 
way to befriend those youth around her who comprised the upper- 

Hashemi_3p.indd   94 2/28/20   9:56 AM



Dress for Success | 95

middle echelons of Saravi society: the college- aged children of the 
bookstore owners and their friends and acquaintances. Fereshteh’s tac-
tic consisted of giving random gifts of books, poems, and small trinkets, 
and sending a constant stream of text messages and friendly invitations 
to hang out. Combined with her fastidious approach to dressing in the 
unique satorial aesthetic of these well- to- do others, Fereshteh’s efforts 
eventually paid off. She befriended a few young, male bookstore own-
ers, whom she hung out with on a regular basis after her shift at the 
bookstore would end. She eventually became close friends with Nagh-
meh, the bookstore cashier, a job Naghmeh took up not out of finan-
cial need, but to spend more time with her boyfriend, the bookstore 
manager. Through Naghmeh, Fereshteh became even more integrated 
into Sari’s hipster, affluent crowd. She came to befriend others— theatre 
actors, university students, and small business owners— and was eventu-
ally able to land a role in a small theatre production in Sari. Throughout 
the time I knew her, I could not help but think how Fereshteh was the 
poster child for how far the “right” look could take a person.

Posturing

As I discussed in chapter 1, face- savers know that by manipulating their 
zaher to conceal their socioeconomic backgrounds and their often des-
perate financial straits, the possibility of befriending and eventually 
becoming part of middle- class society becomes infinitely more real. As 
William Beeman notes, the word ru (literally face, looks, image) is widely 
used in Iran to speak about one’s reputation because it is one’s face that 
is external and visible, and as such, it becomes the ideal medium for 
discussing social, external issues like one’s reputation.3 To preserve face, 
then, what better way than to safeguard and cultivate the most discern-
able, most external vehicle of one’s face: the body?

When a face- saver is not able to secure a job, her public image be-
comes the instrument by which she can protect her reputation. When a 
face- saver has a job, fashionable tweaks to her physiognomy can proj-
ect a certain cultural capital that can help her to conceal her particu-
lar line of work, attract customers and friends, or secure a promotion. 
In this view, the body comes to be used as a type of commodity, as an 
arena to display to others who can confer status and respect, the type of 
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self- image that face- savers want to convey. The commodification of the 
body— a practice that is an offshoot of the modern, consumerist era4— 
enables the body to serve as the platform by which a person can display 
her possession of certain coveted goods and services like clothing, sur-
gery, and exercise regimens. The body, as Joanne Finkelstein elaborates, 
can be contoured, tweaked, and stage- managed to be made into an em-
blem of the person’s character, successes, and potentials.5 As such, the 
body becomes the means by which a person can control others’ evalu-
ations of herself, that is, the means toward impression management.6

Appearance and reality thus come to coalesce in the eyes of the be-
holder: face- savers’ appearance becomes an authenticating narrative for 
their relative power, status, or class without necessarily being an accu-
rate reflection of their lives. Physical posturing represents one of the 
most efficient and effective ways for youth to strategically fight to turn 
the odds of winning the face game in their favor, as Nina describes:

You know, an iron doesn’t cost that much, washing your clothes doesn’t 
cost that much, taking care of your appearance doesn’t cost that much. 
I take really good care of my skin. What cream do you use, Manata? 
. . . These kids around me, they have no hope for the future and are always 
trying to knock down those who do. But I always think to myself that my 
fiancé and I will have a big house in a garden. And I know that we’ll get it. 
A scholar once wrote that what you think is what will happen. So I try to 
think positively. Even though I suffered a lot of hardship, I know it won’t 
always be like this. If you see the world one way, that’s how the world will 
treat you. You become what you think.

Thinking positively, in Nina’s case, translated to imagining herself as 
wealthy and living in a large house in a good part of town. Part of Nina’s 
strategy to make her dreams a reality was to present herself as moneyed. 
Every time I saw her, she was dressed in a different style of well- ironed 
fashionable manto, a pair of skinny jeans, heels, sunglasses with faux di-
amonds encrusted on the sides, and a faux Versace bag. Her makeup was 
done expertly and she made sure that she showed just the right amount 
of hair underneath her strategically placed loose shawl. She used the 
little money she had to join a local gym, so that she could maintain 
her modelesque physique. Even the way she spoke was well- measured, 
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without a hint of the Mazandarani accent that often tinged the speech 
patterns of her lower- class neighbors.7

Not only was Nina able to fool her classmates into thinking that she 
was not poor, but through her dress and mannerisms, she was able to 
form close friendships with them. Indeed, her schoolmates were the 
ones who bought Nina, an aspiring artist, her first paint set. As Nina 
grew older, by way of her appearance and mannerisms, she was able 
to forge connections with other middle- class women whom she met 
through family and friends or through her gym memberships. She sub-
sequently gained access to Sari’s burgeoning art scene, forming acquain-
tances with writers and emerging artists. In time, Nina’s engagement in 
middle- class society led her to become acquainted with, and eventually 
engaged to, a young businessman whose father was a bank manager. 
“Everyone was surprised that I married into a relatively well- off family,” 
Nina told me. Nina, however, knew that it was not dumb luck, but rather 
her steadfast adherence to a middle- class way of life— shaped by her 
donning of fashionable clothes, skillfully applied makeup, engagement 
in artistic productions, and involvement in health, literary, and artistic 
circles— that gave her an edge over her working- class peers who were 
not as vigilant in expressing their adherence to the symbols of middle- 
class status.

By following the rules associated with saving face, youth like Nina 
find a way to become integrated into the social worlds of their well- 
heeled counterparts. These connections, in turn, enable face- savers to 
increase the diversity of people they know and the activities they engage 
in. Face- savers consider these connections to be important because as 
Amin, the young man we met in chapter 2, stated, they can be “useful” 
to them in time.

This notion of utility is a particularly salient incentive. Much literature 
on the politics of the poor in the Middle East documents how networks 
of exchange and aid are invaluable for both managing hardship and fa-
cilitating social mobility.8 In Iran, face- savers’ vertical ties with those who 
are doing better than themselves in some socioeconomic dimension often 
prove to be exceedingly valuable in enabling them to secure various non- 
economic resources that contribute to their projection of a certain ba kelas 
appearance. In these instances, vertical exchange networks, or informal 
networks that operate between face- savers and those who hold a higher 
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socioeconomic position, enable face- savers to gain access to material 
goods or resources free- of- charge in exchange for their labor.9 Simultane-
ously, as discussed earlier, embodying an admired front facilitates these 
young people’s ability to form vertical associations in the first place.

Yas’s excursions to the seaside villa of her mother’s upper- class em-
ployer are a fruitful example. I accompanied Yas once on these trips to 
the elite seaside subdivision that she would make every summer, by vir-
tue of her mother’s position as a housemaid and the employer’s own ad-
miration of Yas’s character. During my time with her, I noticed how Yas, 
while helping her mother with daily chores, would also participate in 
the leisure activities of the neighborhood’s elite youth.10 The activities— 
swimming, biking, and shopping— that Yas engaged in not only pro-
vided her with a form of social entertainment, but also functioned as 
opportunities for her to observe the behavior of affluent youth at the 
seaside resort. From these advantaged others, Yas was able to learn the 
fashions and cultural cues of Iran’s upper and middle classes, including 
the types of clothing that were in style that season, the exercise routines 
and gyms that were in vogue, and even popular courting rituals. As Yas 
explained to me while we were walking around the resort one morn-
ing, “Guys here usually follow girls around! Guys will drive up to girls 
that are driving around and try to talk to them and do a car race with 
them. Just drive and see what happens!” This type of knowledge not only 
helped Yas among her own peers by allowing her to give the semblance 
that she was “with it,” but also helped her navigate the world of the mid-
dle class by giving her a common language and identity through which 
she could communicate with socioeconomic unequals like myself.

During my time in the field, I rarely witnessed face- savers not 
groomed to perfection, not well- mannered, or dressed in anything but 
their finest clothes in public. Among these young men and women, 
bodily aestheticization became the basis for performing class.11 Even 
though Yas, whom I noticed was well dressed on a daily basis, em-
phasized that visible signifiers of one’s class status did not come solely 
through one’s appearance, what she noted most about others’ socioeco-
nomic standing was precisely their looks:

You can just tell if someone is rich. It’s not always just in the clothes, but 
also in the mannerisms, the way they talk, everything. Do you see that 
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guy over there with the headphones on his ears listening to music? A poor 
person wouldn’t have that. Or those girls, dressed up all nicely? They’re 
in a good position. Look at that woman dressed up all nicely over there 
with the baby carriage. She’s upper- class because a poor person wouldn’t 
have a baby carriage. My mom’s side of the family is rich, while my dad’s 
is low- class. My mom always encourages us to buy the more expensive 
items of clothing so that we can save face in front of her family.

When Yas could not afford an expensive item of clothing or accessory, 
she often relied on loans from friends and family. On more than one oc-
casion, I noticed Yas wearing outfits that marked her acculuturation to 
admired, middle- class sartorial norms. I later found out that she would 
conveniently borrow these ensembles from her friends. By catalyzing 
young people’s ability to keep personal expenses to a minimum and to 
appear fashionably on- trend, horizontal exchange networks like these 
that occur between people from similar socioeconomic backgrounds 
enable youth to live by the moral code of the face system. As Yas ex-
plained to me, “I only have around three or four mantos, but I exchange 
with my sister and her friends. The one I’m wearing now is my sister’s 
friend’s manto! If you change your outfit daily, people will think you 
have a lot of money!”

This deliberate tweaking of the self extends to the costly gifts that 
face- savers purchase for family and friends. It extends to the rhinoplas-
ties that they undergo (a well- sculpted nose is a marker of middle- class 
status) at the expense of buying a home. It extends, too, to older, married 
face- savers’ acquisition of valuable household furnishings and electronic 
goods that means that they will have to sacrifice in other, less publicly 
visible expenses, such as proper meals and diapers for their infant 
children. It even extends to the non- physical markers of kelas that Yas 
hinted at when she admired the accent of the Café Laleh owner we met 
in chapter 1: the tweaking of their intonations to hide their rural origins.

It is through these deliberate manipulations of self— the slipping on 
of modish outfits, the wearing of expensive perfume, the enhancement 
of one’s physical features, the modification of one’s accent and manner-
isms, and the decoration of one’s residential space— that face- savers are 
able to signal their cultural capital. Without taking care of their appear-
ance, these youth cannot lay claim to the respect that is offered to those 
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who do, thereby incurring censure in the process. During afternoon 
prayers at a mosque one summer evening, Yas, for example, derided a 
young woman who was wearing winter boots. “She probably can’t afford 
another pair of shoes!” she exclaimed to me. Similarly, Nina would make 
fun of a cousin for not wearing a different coat every winter season: “We 
went shopping and she wanted to buy a coat that she could wear next 
year as well! She just doesn’t take care of herself.”

As is the case with other social groups the world over, face- savers 
construct their sense of identity by distinguishing themselves from who 
or what they are not. As the comments of Nina and Yas reveal, to be 
able to posit themselves as ba kelas, face- savers need to create an unpol-
ished, dehati other: one who has, according to Nina, “no hope for the 
future.” The latter are found among face- savers’ own neighbors, acquain-
tances, and economic circles. Drawing boundaries between themselves 
and these “other” youth enables face- savers to give significance to their 
own successes and failures;12 face- savers define themselves as having 
achieved superiority in the realm of kelas when they can readily identify 
those who have not.

Discerning who is dehati and and who is ba kelas is not a practice 
confined to face- savers alone; middle-  and upper- class youth use similar 
categories to distinguish themselves from their alleged uncivilized, back-
ward, dehati and/or bi kelas (without class) counterparts.13 As twenty- 
four- year- old Hanna, an upper- middle- class woman in Tehran, told me 
in an upscale coffee shop one afternoon, “The guys who come here are 
all ba kelas. Ba kelas people don’t make their hair spike up and all that 
stuff. They tend to be more intellectual, they read books, they’re well- 
mannered.” For upper- class young men and women, the divide between 
ba kelas and bi kelas does not just extend to institutionalized assets like 
one’s education, but also encompasses even the most minute details. For 
instance, during one particular afternoon at the bookstore where Fe-
reshteh worked, Naghmeh and her friend Bamdad were complaining 
that some people just throw presents in a gift bag without knowing how 
to wrap tissue paper around the present properly. “They just place the 
folded tissue paper on top!” they exclaimed. “They’re dehati, what do 
you expect,” Naghmeh asserted.

Among youth like Naghmeh, Bamdad, and Hanna, adherence to the 
codes of civility and kelas necessitates a holistic, detailed knowledge of 
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how to dress, how to act, and how to be. Kelas in this sense is not just 
about possessing a certain look or having material goods, but also en-
compasses one’s communicative style and manners. It is not enough to 
simply know about what is fashionable, for example, in gift- giving eti-
quette or in hair trends, but to perform that knowledge, and perform it 
in accordance with a set of specific rules of propriety. Those face- savers 
who are the most successful in positioning themselves as ba kelas are 
the ones who have acquired the appropriate cultural capital and “know- 
how” that can earn them status and respect in the eyes of their middle 
class peers. In the latter’s perception, then, the truly ba kelas person is 
the one who has the insitutionalized, objectified, and embodied assets 
associated with cultural capital.

The Production of Kelas

One day, strolling on Maziyar Street, I notice Yas pull out her smart-
phone and start snapping pictures of the expensive mantos on display in 
the shop windows. “Are you going to buy one?” I ask her inquisitively, 
surprised that the $100 price tag was not deterring her. “No. I take pic-
tures of the nicest mantos and then give the pictures to my cousin so she 
can sew an exact replica. She’s really good! If you want, I can have her 
make one for you too. She only charges around $10.”

To successfully know and embody what is “on point” is a costly en-
deavor. Not only does it necessitate investing a certain amount of money, 
but it also demands investing one’s energies. Face- savers make strategic 
investments of time, effort, and money in order to facilitate their access 
to knowledge of fashion and fitness trends, social etiquette, popular self- 
help books, and hip, denj (cozy) venues in the city.

Among face- savers who have a job, it is not uncommon to spend what 
little money they make on the latest “it” jeans, smartphones, or makeup. 
Of course, to be au courant with the latest trends entails a certain time 
investment. Many of these young men and women dress in their finest to 
spend part of their days mingling in the commercial streets and centers of 
Sari and Tehran in places like Maziyar Street that are the heart of fashion 
and high culture. Seaside restaurants and sites are another popular loca-
tion to observe “chicness.” “Those sunglasses that guy is wearing are so 
chic!” exclaimed Yas, as we were hanging around by the Caspian coastline 
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in Sari one summer afternoon. Staring at a young man wearing sleek black 
shades, Yas observed, “It’s obvious they’re brand- name, around 50– 60,000 
tomans.” Although unable to afford many of these and similar items, face- 
savers window- shop or observe the crowds, taking inventory of the latest 
trends, which they later replicate with knockoffs or do- it- yourself meth-
ods. Sunglasses, designer mantos, iPhones and Samsung smartphones, 
Versace, Gucci, and Burberry emblems, t- shirts emblazoned with foreign 
words, and Nike, Converse, or Vans sneakers are but a few markers of 
status that face- savers either regularly sport or long for.

Strolling city streets further familiarizes them with the latest and 
most popular cafés, bookstores, and hangout venues in the city. Never-
theless, strolling is an activity that male face- savers are able to do with 
more laxity than females due to greater restrictions on young women’s 
movements.14 During my fieldwork, face- savers repeatedly made it clear 
that it was inappropriate for young women to be seen alone in public by 
those in their social circles, for to travel alone placed a woman’s char-
acter in question and implied sexual misconduct. “These things don’t 
matter for the rich,” Yas once told me. “Among my family, though,” she 
continued, “being seen alone is inappropriate.” The importance commu-
nities place on young women’s movements in public is related to the visi-
bility of public conduct and how it will be perceived by one’s peers rather 
than to its intrinsic (im)morality.15 In these instances, young women 
learn what styles are “in” by emulating the fashions of their more well- 
off friends and acquaintances at school or those of their peer groups at 
private get- togethers.

Face- savers who are either unemployed or in school and who have 
little of their own money to spend on achieving the “look” deploy vari-
ous tactics to attain the same ends. Strategies range from borrowing up- 
to- the- minute items from family and friends, saving up cash gifts that 
they receive from extended family in order to make costly, visible future 
purchases like gold jewelry or smartphones, and in the most extreme 
cases, diverting funds from the household to their own coffers. An ex-
ample of the latter case comes from Mina, a young woman in her early 
twenties who is Yas’s older sister. As Yas recounted:

All of Mina’s friends are wealthy. They’re from the Darya neighborhood 
[one of the wealthiest areas in Sari]. Mina’s expectations are really high— 
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just the fact that she got a 1.2 million- toman [1,000 USD] nose job. We’re 
building a house in the village on land that we have there. Mom took out 
a loan for it and she said that half the house is mine and half is Mina’s. 
And Mina started arguing with mom, saying that she doesn’t want the 
house and for mom to give her share of the house in cash now. And mom 
agreed. That’s how Mina was able to afford her nose job.

While Mina’s particular strategy was an exception among the youth 
I knew, it is particularly suggestive of how far some face- savers are will-
ing to go in order to attain the look of wealth. Redirecting funds meant 
for the household to one’s self- investment takes many forms. The most 
common instances are when young women spend markedly less on pub-
licly invisible but necessary everyday expenses in order to buy publicly 
discernable makeup, clothes, or costly wedding gifts that will help pre-
serve both their face and that of their families among their communi-
ties. A phrase I would hear in conversation during my fieldwork, “Agar 
mikhayi rosva nashi, hamrang- e jama‘at show” (If you don’t want to be-
come disgraced, become one with the crowd), encapsulates the reason 
these young women go to such lengths to perform class. Having one’s 
poverty exposed results in the complete and utter loss of one’s reputa-
tion, leading to rosva’i, or disgrace. As such, these young women believe 
that they have to sacrifice in certain, less visible realms in order to be 
able to afford the public image that conforms with mainstream stan-
dards of kelas.

Like Nina, female face- savers are also acutely aware that in the ab-
sence of social and economic forms of distinction, the physical embodi-
ment of kelas— as defined through the enhancement of the self through 
makeup, fashion, speech, and etiquette— can serve as a way to differenti-
ate themselves from their peers by physically exhibiting their moral wor-
thiness and integrity. In beautifying themselves, young women associate 
bodily refinement with status. As Nina and her sister, Baharan, once told 
me, “Most of the [poor] kids around us don’t take care of themselves. 
The rich go to the gym, they take care of their skin.” In similarly em-
bodying these bodily markers of kelas such as exercising and engaging 
in certain beauty rituals, face- savers ward off stigmatization, claim social 
status, and display that they are morally worthy of friendship and even 
marriage to the socioeconomically better off. Thus, as Finkelstein notes, 
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physical appearance becomes equated with social status and serves as 
the means by which individuals can forge a new identity— one they be-
lieve is better and more refined than their current selves.16

So deeply do face- savers believe in the importance of conforming to 
particular standards of kelas that without fashioning this better self, they 
feel they cannot enter the realm of the ba kelas. The following conversa-
tion I had one evening at a local park in Sari with Yas and her twenty- 
something cousin, Atoosa, is particularly revealing:

Manata: Let’s go to the sofreh khuneh [traditional coffeehouse restau-
rant] over there.

Atoosa: Ba kelas people usually go to sofreh khunehs.
Yas: Girlfriends and boyfriends go there with their high- heeled shoes 

and cars. They’ll look at us weird if we walk up there without a car.
Atoosa: [And] I don’t have any makeup on.

To Yas and Atoosa, not having the proper look meant that they could 
not have access to this other realm composed of perceived chic, classy 
people who drive cars and wear makeup and high- heeled shoes. To see 
and be seen means that one has to first invest in the proper accoutre-
ments. “Ba kelas men are looking for khoshgeli [prettiness],” said Yas 
that same evening. As her comment reveals, the proper look also means 
a fighting chance for marriage mobility. Without looking the part, these 
young women felt that they would not be able to access the social capital 
they needed to succeed in the marriage market.

This belief was not just expressed by women. Karim, the football 
player from chapter 2, once emphatically told me how “wealthy women 
want to marry someone who’s khoshtip [handsome].” Yas, Nina, and 
Karim, then, become invested in this equation of beauty with prestige 
as they attempt to navigate their present and make plans for their fu-
tures. To reject this narrative is to expose oneself to stigmatization and 
isolation. As such, tweaks to clothing, makeup, and general outward 
bearing become strategies that face- savers use to control the impression 
that they give to others. Indeed, this impression management, as Goff-
man has pointed out, ensures that actors do not experience shame, em-
barrassment, or anomie as they go about their day- to- day lives.17 That 
face- savers’ struggles to create a more attractive image go hand in hand 
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with tangible socioeconomic advantages like a wealthy spouse further 
indicate that they are not the efforts of the vain. Karim and Nina implic-
itly know what economists like David Hammermesh have empirically 
shown to be true: there is a beauty premium.18 Those who are consid-
ered more attractive are more likely to secure loans, have a job, make 
more money once in the labor market, and even have more educated 
spouses with greater earning power.19

Thus, in the eyes of my interlocutors, wearing boots in the summer, 
not plucking one’s eyebrows, wearing the same clothes over and over 
again, or not paying attention to trends all become ways to attract the 
critical gaze and gossip of others, smearing one’s reputation while si-
multaneously lowering one’s chances for employment or economic se-
curity in the marriage market. To avoid these blowbacks, face- savers 
become invested in this authenticating narrative of how one’s character 
and moral worth are embodied in one’s physical image. Trendy clothes, 
cosmetics, exercise, and rhinoplasties become strategies that face- savers 
use to mold their bodies into a public indication of a better self.

However, in doing so, face- savers can also, at times, be singled out 
among Iran’s middle- upper- class elite.20 In these instances, small give-
aways, such as a too- tight t- shirt, overly styled, “spiky” hair, not carrying 
a smartphone, or simply being seen as trying too hard in their pursuit 
of fashion lead to whispers about how they are from the payin- e shahr 
or dehati. Nevertheless, as face- savers attempt to become more socially 
aware and to gain upward mobility through education, work, and/or 
the use of social media, they make small tweaks in their appearance 
that over time can lead them to become indistinguishable from their 
more well- off counterparts: they become, as Olszewska writes, “some 
combination of Iranian, Islamic, and inexorably modern.”21 The social 
success of face- savers in this realm became particularly evident when 
middle- upper- class community members in Sari would mention to me, 
upon hearing that my research was largely among the rural- urban mi-
grant poor in Sari, that I would be hard pressed to find subjects be-
cause “there are no poor people in Sari.” There was a prevalent— albeit 
incorrect— assumption among Sari’s elite that rural migrants to the city 
all had land, which served to mitigate poverty. While these claims were 
simultaneously offset by comments— such as those by Naghmeh and 
Bamdad— that implied that rural migrants were backward or lower in 
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class, the existence of this myth substantiated the extent to which some 
youth were successful in hiding their poverty through their deliberate 
appropriation of admired cultural forms of capital.22

Gendered Beauty

Walking the streets of Sari and Tehran, one notices how the quest for a 
“better” self is largely physically embodied by women. While men can 
easily hide their class origins by donning a t- shirt, jeans, a nice pair of 
shoes, a smartphone, and perhaps a clean- cut hairstyle, women must 
invest much more of themselves— and their finances— into producing 
the “right” look. In addition to the jeans, the shoes, the hairstyle, and 
the electronic accessories, female face- savers must also ensure that their 
makeup, the style of their manto, the purse they carry, and the jewelry 
they wear similarly convey the “right” message.

Why is this? Social theory tells us that historically, women’s looks 
have a larger influence on their life trajectories than men’s and that it is 
women, rather than men, who are more likely to exchange their looks 
for economic security.23 As detailed in chapter 2, intense social pres-
sure with regard to male work and breadwinning means that women 
do not face the same social stigma as men for not being able to perform 
a strong work ethic.24 Indeed, young women can often get away with 
being unemployed and not being in school for a period of time, whereas 
the masculine imperative to work means that the slightest indication of 
idleness among men is cause for an immediate loss of face. In the ab-
sence of being able to distinguish themselves through their work ethic, 
these young women, then, become reliant on the only immediate, vis-
ible feature of the self that can denote their moral worth: their physi-
cal appearance. Appearance, too, becomes the main means by which 
many female face- savers can secure their futures; an attractive appear-
ance makes them competitive in the marriage market and makes it more 
likely, as Yas stated, to marry ba kelas men.

The moral imperative to work, in turn, means that low- income young 
men— such as car mechanics, painters, and carpenters— who are judged 
to be models of masculinity through their hard, physical labor are not 
sanctioned for not always being put together, particularly while on the 
job. Even in the absence of a smart exterior, these jobs become visible 
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proof of one’s moral virtue encompassed by a commitment to respon-
sibility and an assertion of manliness. Alternatively, poor young men 
who are known to be unemployed and keep up appearances simply by 
aestheticizing their external selves become subjects of gossip and slan-
der, ill- reputed as doing “nothing” and being bi kar (without work). “We 
have a saying for boys like that,” Sakineh once told me. “Jib- e khali, poz- e 
‘ali [empty pocket, full pretense].”

Khareji Tastemaking

To understand the image imperative among female face- savers, and 
to a lesser extent, males, we must turn to history. Preoccupation with 
modern, Western fashions finds its roots as early as the late nineteenth 
century during the Qajar period in Iran. Encounters with European state 
structures and cultural models not only provided the foundations for the 
Constitutional Revolution of 1906, by which a constitutional monarchy 
modeled after the European system of governance was established, but 
also ultimately led to the modernizing initiatives of Reza Shah Pahlavi.25 
In the 1920s and 1930s, with the reign of Reza Shah, Iranians began to 
experience a visible influx of luxury goods into the country, signaling 
the arrival of a consumerist beauty culture based on the importation 
of clothing and beauty products from the West, particularly from the 
United States.26 Iranian Occidentalism during the Pahlavi era came to 
conflate notions of what constituted modernity and high culture with 
Western fashions and beauty practices.27

The high value and appeal of a distinctly khareji (foreign) beauty 
culture in Iran were assisted by Reza Shah’s Women Awakening Proj-
ect (1936– 1941), which, in an effort to both liberate and control Iranian 
women, banned the wearing of the veil and promoted an image of the 
moral and “modern” Iranian woman defined by her embrace of “whole-
some” Western clothing and mannerisms.28 As Camron Amin notes, 
education, patriotism, fitness, employment, and “simple” (i.e., Western) 
fashion became the hallmarks of this new Iranian woman.29 These ideals 
were reinforced by advertisements for cosmetics, clerical jobs, and West-
ern hairstyles and clothing in some of Iran’s major official newspapers 
and magazines, including Iran’s main newspaper, Ettela‘at (Information), 
and the young adult magazine Mehregan.30 Men, too, were not immune 
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from being cajoled into khareji tastes, fashions, and sensibilities. By 1935, 
in an effort to present a thoroughly modern image of Iran to the world, 
the Pahlavi state required men to wear the fedora in public and man-
dated certain government officials to wear uniforms modeled after those 
worn by the British during official receptions.31

Criticisms of the Pahlavi state for equating Westernization with prog-
ress formed one of the main underlying bases of the 1979 Iranian Rev-
olution. Under the newly established Islamic Republic, the “modern” 
Iranian was no longer the citizen who embraced Western culture, but 
the one who embraced Islam in its entirety; enforced veiling, a modest 
dress code, and minimal use of cosmetics became the order of the day. 
Blue jeans, t- shirts with Metallica and Iron Maiden emblems, Chicago 
Bulls hats— in short, anything that could potentially be suggestive of an 
invasion by Western, particularly North American, secular culture— 
was expressly prohibited. To ensure that youth adhered to the Islamic 
dress code of modesty, Islamic squads dressed in military gear, squads 
such as Goruh- e Zarbat, were assigned to watch over areas where youth 
congregated— including Maziyar Street in Sari— and take in those who 
flouted the rules. The Qur’anic principle of enjoining the right and for-
bidding the wrong (amr beh ma‘ruf ) was officially institutionalized in 
Iran in the late 1980s in the form of the Setad- e Amr beh Ma‘ruf va Nahy 
az Monkar, a state agency tasked with ensuring that Islamic morality 
was observed by citizens. Setad forces— many dressed in plain clothes— 
patrolled major urban thoroughfares, looking especially for signs of 
youth moral misconduct and indecency, such as intermingling of the 
sexes and bad hijab.

Demands for social and economic reforms beginning with the 1997 
election of the reformist president Mohammad Khatami resulted in the 
Islamic Republic visibly opening social space for Iranians, especially 
young Iranians, to exercise greater freedom of dress— a freedom that 
persists to the present day. Billboards and advertisements for the lat-
est European- style men’s clothing shops, Tag Hauer watches, Dolce and 
Gabbana accessories, and Samsung smartphones can now be found on 
highways and storefronts. The clothing, headscarves, makeup, and ac-
cessories advertised by salesmen as the “best quality” that are displayed 
on storefront mannequins and that are today coveted by rich and poor 
alike are those that are either khareji or mimic khareji fashions and have 
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Western brand names: Apple, Nike, Swatch, Zara, Chanel, Louis Vuit-
ton, Clinique, and L’Oreal. The Zarbat group no longer exists and the 
Setad has visibly scaled down its activities. The Islamic Republic’s mo-
rality police, Gasht- e Ershad, too, is now largely visible on city streets 
only in the summer months, when soaring temperatures mean more ex-
posed body parts, and a greater risk of pushing the boundaries of what is 
considered “decent” dress. The Islamic principle of ‘efaf, defined broadly 
as self- restraint from temptation, has now become as promoted as the 
principle of hijab. Whereas in the past, one would find billboards that 
mainly instructed women to observe their hijab, today one can now find 
these billboards alongside those that caution men to control their gaze. 
Shortly after being elected, the incumbent president, Hassan Rouhani, 
stated in a news conference in Tehran:

If a woman or a man does not comply with our rules for clothing, his or 
her virtue should not come under question. . . . In my view, many women 
in our society who do not respect our hijab laws are virtuous. Our em-
phasis should be on the virtue.32

The implicit message is clear: one can be a moral, Islamic citizen 
while simultaneously being attuned to the latest khareji fashions and 
trends and actively co- opting and shaping them according to one’s own 
vision. A globalized commercial culture, despite the best intentions of 
the early Islamic regime, has seeped into Iran, changing notions of Is-
lamic modernity. Iran, today, is characterized by an alternative moder-
nity, or what Lara Deeb has termed an “enchanted modernity”— that 
is, a modernity that is simultaneously both cosmopolitan and pious.33 
Material culture, encompassed in the nation’s drive to improve its mate-
rial conditions, goes hand in hand with very public displays of Islamic 
piety such as veiling or participating in Ashura processions, and comes 
to influence the image of modernness that is now effectively on display 
in the streets of Sari and Tehran. Material progress and spiritual devel-
opment have both become integral in defining what it means to be a 
modern, civilized person today.34 In the Islamic Republic of Iran, Islam 
and modernity, then, become wholly compatible.

This historical trend toward khareji tastemaking can today be found 
in the emphasis on ba kelas and khareji fashions among face- savers. As 
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an Iranian who lived abroad, I became somewhat of an object of appeal 
and emulation among these youth. My popularity was due to the percep-
tion that I, being from the United States, was the source of knowledge 
about khareji trends. Upon finding out that I lived abroad, some male 
face- savers would ask me about certain phrases or words in English or 
the best toiletry brands. Young women would also ask about where I 
purchased my clothing or what beauty items I used. The outpouring of 
questions was not simply because of my khareji status, but because of the 
dominant (and dominating) idea that khareji taste stands for everything 
cool, ba kelas, and “now.”35 For face- savers, the body became a site of 
control, of aesthetic labor, made to become “cool” and ba kelas in order 
to conform to what was widely considered good (i.e., khareji) taste.36

What is considered in, ba kelas, and cool is not only advertised 
through boutique windows and the street style of Iran’s middle and 
upper classes, but also through satellite television, home shows, and 
social media. Once a luxury only among the upper classes, satellite 
television, since its introduction to Iran in the early 1990s, has become 
ubiquitous today due to the relative affordability of a satellite dish and 
receiver.37 Although officially banned by the government, various 
Persian- language channels broadcast from abroad stream hundreds of 
programs, including music videos, American television series and mov-
ies, and Turkish soap operas, to millions of households in Iran today. 
While not all low- income families— particularly those from more con-
servative households— have satellite television, considering it to reflect 
lifestyles and norms that are in contradiction with their everyday lives 
(see chapter 4), many do and are thereby able to gain knowledge of the 
latest global trends at any time of day or night. By showcasing contem-
porary global fashions and consumer goods in their programs, these 
channels “help cultivate a more [global] aesthetic sensibility toward ev-
eryday life”38 among face- savers.

In recent years, in an effort to establish a more culturally appropri-
ate, local alternative to satellite, the state has sanctioned the production 
and direct- to- DVD distribution of home shows (namayesh- e khanegi).39 
These shows, which encompass reality shows (e.g., Sham- e Irani), ro-
mantic historical drama series (e.g., Shahrzad), and comedy series 
(e.g., Shahgush), have much freer rein to play with the rules of hijab 
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and fashion (albeit in an Islamically sanctioned mold) than television 
shows produced by the Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting (IRIB), 
the official organ that oversees all television and radio programming. 
Like cinema, home shows are under the purview of the Ministry of Cul-
ture and Islamic Guidance (MCIG), which as Saeed Zeydabadi- Nejad 
explains, provides a relatively open platform for negotiations between 
Iranian artists and the authorities.40 By bypassing television altogether, 
home shows can therefore exist “within the space of freedom that was so 
far only allocated to cinema.”41 As such, they feature Iranian celebrities 
wearing globally fashionable clothing and accessories tweaked to suit an 
Islamic milieu, thereby enabling face- savers to learn how to creatively 
engage in the khareji, consumerist market in culturally sanctioned ways. 
For those unable or unwilling to expose themselves or their families to 
satellite television programming, home shows thus provide a more con-
textually relevant alternative that exemplifies Iran’s innovativeness in 
responding to “initiatives and pressures from below.”42

Simultaneously, the rise of social media in contemporary Iran has of-
fered face- savers yet another window into how to adapt global trends to 
fit the Iranian public sphere. Numerous Instagram accounts, for example, 
have arisen in recent years in Iran that present an image of Iranian youth at 
drastic odds with the stereotypical look usually associated with the Islamic 
Republic by Western media outlets: veiled women in black chadors and 
bearded men in conservative, ill- fitting suits. These social media accounts 
in Iran act as echo chambers, amplifying ideas about good, khareji taste 
onto the youth who espouse them, reinforcing their importance in the 
minds of these young men and women.43 Since many accounts are publicly 
accessible, and therefore subject to governmental scrutiny, they largely ob-
serve the hijab mandates of the regime. Nevertheless, as they are under the 
purview of individuals, rather than the state, these same accounts reflect a 
much looser interpretation of the rules than do home shows.

In the style of famous street style blogs in the United States such as 
The Sartorialist,44 social media accounts become platforms for young 
people dressed in the latest “it” trends and accessories from the United 
States and Europe to showcase their wealth, all the while conforming 
to the Islamic Republic’s dress code of modesty, albeit in a more risqué 
manner. A popular Instagram account, “Rich Kids of Tehran,” defies the 
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regime’s dress code altogether, posting pictures of wealthy (or at least 
upwardly mobile aspirant) young men and women at mixed- gender par-
ties and social gatherings, wearing swimsuits, cocktail dresses, and re-
vealing designer clothing.45 Most social media accounts, however, depict 
images that fall perilously close to the red lines: headscarves cover the 
minimal amount of hair, mantos are left unbuttoned, exposing designer 
tops and accessories, and jeans are sometimes ripped, exposing parts of 
one’s knees and thighs.

While Iran’s middle and upper classes have the most access to these 
various forms of social media, face- savers are also ardent users. The 
ubiquity of smartphones and the ability to purchase Internet access in 
Iran through one’s SIM card have enabled youth from the lower classes 
to gain access to these relatively private realms of thought, practice, 
and meaning- making. Social communication apps like Telegram, too, 
have become major mediums through which many face- savers become 
knowledgeable about the latest news, events, and trends happening in 
Iran. In evening out the playing field, then, satellite television, officially 
sanctioned cultural productions, and new media technologies have all 
facilitated these young people’s access to the cultural knowledge neces-
sary to successfully participate in the face game.

Even though the particular cultural trends of dress espoused by 
many face- savers (and many youth in Iranian society at large) often 
go against the normative dress code advocated by hardline custodians 
of the Islamic Republic, this need not be interpreted as defiance to 
authority. Rather, as Olszewska has emphasized, similar dress styles 
or behavior may have completely different meanings when they are 
transported across social classes.46 In this sense, aspiring to or mim-
icking the venturesome fashions and consumption practices of their 
upper-  and middle- class counterparts can be read as an attempt on 
the part of the lower classes to fit in and to reify their middle- class 
aspirations. In describing the aesthetic labor that low- income Tehrani 
youth engage in as they frequent high- end malls in Iran, for example, 
Shahram Khosravi notes how their ways of acting and dressing can be 
read as an “attempt to dissociate themselves from their poor working- 
class neighborhood. They come to Golestan [a high- end shopping 
mall] to imagine being part of a ‘better’ life than their own. Golestan 
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represents a dream of economic and cultural capital.”47 For the face- 
savers in this study, embodying a certain look likewise represents the 
pursuit of a better life. Indeed, among face- savers who dressed more 
daringly, none justified their apparel in political terms. Rather, they 
couched explanations for their self- aestheticization in phrases such as 
“being chic,” “protecting aberu,” or “not wanting to seem poor.” One 
eighteen- year- old, Ajang, for example, stated that a person should 
dress “in a style that isn’t the object of laughter or ridicule.”

Despite the importance of following fashion trends, face- savers know 
they have to adjust their self- presentation based on the particular public 
they are going to be exposed to. As Davud stated:

People here [in my neighborhood] aren’t very cultured. Kids my age 
grow their hair long and everyone laughs at them and says “The girl is 
coming” and these types of things. It’s bi farhangi [uncultured- ness]. If 
I want to go to Maziyar Street on Thursday nights or I style my hair and 
these types of things, the people in my neighborhood keep telling my 
dad, “Stop your son.”

Similarly, Yas’s other cousin, Niousha, a seamstress in her twenties, 
told me how she could not wear a toe ring she wanted in the public 
sphere of her neighborhood because “people will make fun. It’s like the 
village here, they won’t understand.” “They’re going to look and say, 
what is that?” Yas interjected. As these comments indicate, face- savers 
often pointed to the perceived backwardness or conservativeness of 
their neighbors when explaining why they could not wear a particular 
trend around certain neighbors or family members. To do otherwise 
would be to subject oneself, as Davud had, to rebuke. “I can’t wear these 
heels in the village. They’ll look down on me,” Yas once told me when I 
asked her why she had to change her shoes to go to her extended fam-
ily’s residence.

The fashioned selves that Yas, Davud, and Niousha created to save 
face walking the streets of Maziyar were not aligned with the image that 
was needed to present a front of propriety in the backstreets and alley-
ways of their own neighborhoods and villages. Styles that are in fashion 
in main streets, such as high heels, bright red lipstick, and men’s skinny 
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jeans and tunic shirts, are looked down upon in the more conservative, 
peri- urban neighborhoods where many face- savers live. Face- savers 
themselves, too, often negatively evaluate those in their communities 
who are made up in a less conservative manner.

Yas and Atoosa, for instance, mocked a young woman wearing a 
short manto and matching pants for being jelf, or dressed in a way 
that attracted too much attention. “I would love to see a person who is 
simple- looking,” said Atoosa, referring to someone who dressed in a 
chic, refined manner. “I saw a group of people once, and the way that 
one of them was dressed, the way he did himself up, he really stood 
out,” a twenty- nine- year- old man, Abbas, recounted. “We call these 
people nokhaleh. People like this think they’re better than others.” 
Another critique was expressed in an exchange I had with Karim’s 
friend Ashkan:

Ashkan: We have an English teacher who plucks his eyebrows!
Manata: Why do you think he does that?
Ashkan: Because he’s a woman!48

A person has to tread carefully, then, between distinguishing himself 
from others through his appearance and mannerisms and distinguishing 
himself so much that he becomes a social outcast and subject to deri-
sion. Among face- savers, the best “look” is one that is chic, clean, and ba 
kelas, but not jelf or too trendy.

To avoid insinuations of impropriety, most face- savers adjust their 
physical appearance for different publics, wearing more modest and 
conservative hairstyles, clothing, and makeup choices among their pri-
mary public such as family, intimate friends, and neighbors, while re-
serving their more fashionable choices in hair, makeup, and clothing for 
those in their secondary public (everyone else).49 Nevertheless, there 
are some youth like Davud who still knowingly break with convention 
from time to time. In these particular cases, dressing up to go out means 
that neighbors may see their more “daring” dress choices if youth do not 
actively work to hide them. It is also possible that more conservative- 
minded family members and friends will see— and chastise— face- savers 
as they mingle with friends on the main streets of town, dressed in the 
latest fashions, as the following excerpt from my fieldnotes illustrates.
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“Backward” Others

Sari, July 7, 2010. At the park this evening, Yas and her cousin Atoosa 
had dressed up considerably; Atoosa was even wearing heels. After some 
time in the park, Yas noticed a few conservatively dressed family friends 
from her village walking around. She did not venture to greet them, but 
rather just stood where we were looking at them. At one point, one of 
their family friends, a young woman with a small child, came up to Yas. 
“Are you here alone?” she asked. “Why did she want to know?” I asked 
Yas later. “They’re rusta’i [villagers]!” Atoosa exclaimed. “Their minds 
are a bit backward.” Yas explained, “Usually, girls [like us] don’t come to 
parks without their families.”

By casting their family friends as “backward,” Yas and Atoosa did not 
simply justify their own behavior, but placed themselves on a higher 
moral rung than these economically near “others.” In their view, the 
benefits that could potentially come from socializing with those out-
side their families and from presenting a more fashion- forward front 
outweighed the cost of these rebukes. As their dream was to be a “part 
of a ‘better’ life than their own,”50 emulating what they perceived to be 
the behavior of the middle and upper classes encapsulated the imagined 
possibility of making that dream a reality. Simultaneously, this emula-
tion created a very real distinction between youth and some members of 
their community. By aestheticizing their bodies and mimicking admired 
behavior, face- savers manifest the “contradictory twin imperative for 
sameness and difference, to simultaneously fit in and stand out.”51 Face- 
savers’ desires for imitation function to unify them with well- off others 
while simultaneously segregating them from other groups, a dualistic 
process that is reflective of the history of human societies.52

Bodily Capital

In using their bodies to perform kelas, face- savers deliberately work to 
tilt the odds of winning the face game to their favor.53 In such a way, 
as described earlier, the body becomes a type of commodity: some-
thing that can be shaped, fashioned, and even surgically altered to 
reflect the particular social world that face- savers aspire to be a part 
of. Face- savers, then, become what Loïc Wacquant has described as 
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“entrepreneurs in bodily capital,” working to convert their corporeality 
into a certain “look” that can gain them status, friendships, relation-
ships, and even jobs.54 Like body entrepreneurs, face- savers have to 
face the gaze. Unlike Wacquant’s pugilists or the supermodels stud-
ied by Ashley Mears, however, face- savers’ livelihoods are not wholly 
dependent on their physical characteristics: looks are not everything 
for my interlocutors. As outlined in the last chapter, one’s work ethic 
and the subsequent community judgment of one’s work ethic also play 
significant roles in determining who gets ahead. Indeed, if one is not 
deemed self- sufficient and hardworking, one’s appearance means little. 
As detailed earlier, if community members know that youth, principally 
young men, do not have the means by which to support themselves or 
their families, they are called out as “posers.” However, those youth 
who are able to both perform a strong work ethic and display the right 
look become extremely competitive in the race for economic and social 
opportunities in communities where both jobs and networks are scarce.

Like Mears’s supermodels, the young men and women I knew were 
often under intense scrutiny.55 Neighbors, family members, friends, ac-
quaintances, and even other face- savers implicitly evaluated them, look-
ing for clues about their competence, responsibility, and character in 
their appearance. The more positive the clue, the more likely face- savers 
were to get the job, the contact, or the resource. During fieldwork, I ob-
served many such instances of discrimination based on physical looks— 
that is, lookism. The following case is representative.

Faranak

Sari. March 13, 2011. Rose Salon. This morning as I was watching 
Faranak style a customer’s hair, I noticed how the other girls were start-
ing to speak in hushed whispers. “It seems like Ms. Zahedi wants to have 
a private conversation with Faranak,” they kept saying. Sure enough, 
within the hour, Ms. Zahedi called Faranak downstairs to talk. After 
the conversation, Faranak told me that Ms. Zahedi had offered her the 
opportunity to run the salon. Ms. Zahedi was leaving for a few months 
and wanted Faranak to take charge.

To be able to make rent on the salon, Faranak started to deliberate 
on who she could potentially choose as a partner. “You need someone 

Hashemi_3p.indd   116 2/28/20   9:56 AM



Dress for Success | 117

chic and ba kelas to run a place like this. Samaneh [one of the other 
salon apprentices who was also hardworking] isn’t the type to do it.” 
Unlike Faranak, who made sure to have impeccable posture and wear 
trendy clothes on a daily basis, Samaneh often wore baggy clothes that 
were considered more conservative than chic, and walked with a distinct 
hunch. Samaneh was also reserved and barely spoke to customers. Fa-
ranak, on the other hand, was articulate, without a trace of the Mazan-
darani accent that tinged the intonation of her colleagues. In Faranak’s 
view, being able to run a salon meant being able to physically embody, as 
she did, everything the salon aspired to stand for: modish and ba kelas.

The gaze is pervasive. It not only defines the way that community 
members and employers like Ms. Zahedi scrutinize those who work for 
them, deciding who is the most worthy for a promotion. It also defines 
how face- savers themselves view the youth around them. Like Faranak, 
face- savers internalize the gaze, reflecting its mirror image onto them-
selves and their peers. They use markers of physical distinction, including 
dress, posture, and speech, to determine the moral worth of their coun-
terparts and to assess others’ shortfalls and correct their own. In doing so, 
face- savers make implicit comparisons between themselves and others, 
providing justification for their own sense of moral uprightness or those 
of their peers. Examples abound. Nina and Baharan would critique rela-
tives and acquaintances who did not “take care of themselves,” who did 
not pluck their eyebrows or change up their clothes. Faranak judged her 
colleagues as being unworthy of a promotion because they failed to mea-
sure up to the face standards of the job. Twenty- five- year- old Morteza, 
a young man who lived in south Tehran, actively worked to change his 
provincial accent to a Tehrani one so as to not give away his social origins 
as a shahrestani (literally, someone from one of Iran’s shahrestans or prov-
inces; sometimes pejoratively used in Tehran to describe a non- Tehrani, 
particularly someone who is seen as less cultured).

Face- savers are disciplined, then, to shape their bodily capital through 
the act of exposure,56 and, in turn, become dependent on this exposure 
in creating their public personas and securing the benefits that come 
from this public image. The gaze therefore functions to create a symbolic 
boundary, an invisible barrier between youth like Morteza and other 
youth who have a similar economic standing, but who have failed to 
follow the face rule of appearance. For Morteza, this symbolic bound-
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ary placed him in a subjectively higher status than these other youth 
whom he would call dehati. In this view, dehati became synonymous 
with unworthy.

Moral discourses surrounding one’s image also have very tangible 
consequences. Just as judgments of one’s work ethic become a form of 
symbolic capital, so too, do moral evaluations of the physical image that 
one embodies. The gaze becomes a “formula” for social control, dictating 
norms of self- presentation.57 Michel Foucault writes that the calculated, 
disciplinary gaze “establishes over individuals a visibility through which 
one differentiates them and judges them.”58 As such, the gaze enables 
qualification, categorization, and, ultimately, punishment of others. 
Face- savers, then, knowing that they will be watched, monitor them-
selves, cautious to conform to the expectations of the various publics 
in which they find themselves in an effort to avoid the ultimate punish-
ment: shaming and the subsequent loss of their reputation. These youth 
“must strike a strategic and sometimes paradoxical balance between dis-
cretion and self- display, and pitch [their] behavior at just the right level, 
embodying society’s values.”59 Whether they succeed or fail to adhere to 
these norms, in turn, has concrete social and economic repercussions, 
as the cases of Samaneh and Faranak clearly illustrate.

In this way, the gaze, as embodied in judgments of morality, functions 
to reproduce cycles of micro- stratification among poor youth. Those 
who have the “proper” look are ranked by employers, colleagues, and 
peers as subjectively higher in status than those who do not. Subjective 
rankings, in turn, determine objective rewards, with those who manipu-
late their external selves to embody norms of kelas being able to secure 
“the” promotion, “the” contact, or “the” spouse. The strive to conform 
can create upward socioeconomic mobility while it concurrently works 
to reify difference.

Thus far I have shown how certain young people in Iran use appear-
ance as an external indicator of inner character. The fashioned image 
becomes conflated with the real self. Traditional perspectives of mate-
rialism argue that when more value is placed on the visible attributes of 
one’s self than on one’s inner character, the result is the complete com-
modification of the self.60 In this view, consumerism and the valuation 
of performance, rather than reality, subvert an understanding of the 
world around oneself. The person becomes so concerned with how she 
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looks and how she presents herself in public that she becomes a non- 
actor, content with the status quo.

However, this perspective neglects how the political and social are 
inscribed onto the actual process of image- making itself. Among face- 
savers, the manipulation of one’s external self is seen as a means of bring-
ing about social and economic change, however small. By manipulating 
their physiognomy, face- savers are able to present themselves as “com-
petent” and “classy” individuals, thereby averting the shame that comes 
with revealing their poverty. Their new fashioned selves constitute a type 
of marketable capital that then has the potential to bring them certain 
opportunities such as a better job or a more well- off spouse. In this way, 
the image- making that face- savers engage in becomes a form of dress 
politics: how face- savers dress has clear implications for the way that 
community goods, services, and resources are allocated to them. We 
can therefore read image- making as a political act— whether or not the 
youth themselves intend to act politically— because it leads to a “distri-
bution and redistribution of public goods and services,”61 relieving con-
ditions of poverty for the actors involved.62 Daily decisions about how 
to act and how to be “add up incrementally to create the boundaries and 
interests” of the economic order in these communities.63

Though saving face through the maintenance of a ba kelas appear-
ance does not guarantee socioeconomic mobility, the prospect exists 
nonetheless; it is precisely this chance for a better life that drives face- 
savers forward, pushing them to spend their limited time, money, and 
resources on dressing well.64 By presenting themselves as hardworking, 
self- sufficient, and chic, they become closer to winning the face game. 
But there is a final rule that they must abide by: purity. Without purity, 
face- savers cannot hope to even be eligible to play the game. For those 
who are able to effectively follow all four rules, they will have shifted the 
odds of victory in their favor.
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