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Original Article
Abstract

Background and aim: This ethnographic study aims to investigate the lifeworld and lived experiences of Generation Z
within the public spaces and urban “hangouts” of Borujerd. The research addresses how these adolescents reclaim the
“right to the city” and produce “lived spaces” while navigating the divide between indigenous traditions and global
cultural patterns.

Data and method: The methodology employs an ethnographic approach, emphasizing participant observation, in-depth
interviews, and semiotic analysis, conducted in key urban hangouts (Takhti Street, Niloofar Passage, Shohada Square,
and Fadak Park) throughout 2025-2026.

Findings: Findings indicate that Generation Z in Borujerd transforms commercial and recreational spaces into “scenes
of identity performance” through “tactics of presence.” By adopting oversized fashion, drill music, and embodied rituals
(e.g., vaping), they challenge the city’s disciplinary order. Furthermore, the use of informal language serves a
“carnivalesque” function; by temporarily inverting the prevailing order, it transforms the street into a site for the
symbolic occupation of space. Data analysis points to the emergence of “collective individualism” within “neotribal”
crews, which utilize “hybrid living” to turn hangouts into a medium for accumulating subcultural capital. Moreover, the
results reveal that despite cultural commonalities, gender disparities persist in patterns of presence and body
management a process that manifests as a “gender rearrangement” in contemporary forms. By employing impression
management when confronting the “normative other,” this generation is redefining its subjectivity within mid-sized
cities.

Conclusion: The study emphasizes the necessity for urban management to shift from exclusionary approaches toward
recognizing cultural and spatial diversity, thereby bridging the gap between the “official city” and the “lived city.”
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Urban public spaces are not merely routes of circulation or sites of economic exchange; they are
also symbolic arenas in which power, identity, and resistance are represented and negotiated. In
cities with semi-traditional and historically layered urban fabrics such as Borujerd, the street can be
understood as a “text” upon which multiple layers of history and culture are inscribed. Yet within
the seemingly stable order of traditional bazaars and squares, new forms of urban presence are
emerging that challenge established spatial meanings. In Borujerd, members of Generation Z are no
longer passive consumers of urban space. Through their physical, visual, and stylistic presence in
locations such as Shohada Square, the margins of Niloufar Passage, Takhti Street, and Fadak Park,
they actively participate in redefining the meaning of the city. Known among local youth as being
on the “street floor,” this form of gathering represents more than casual socialization; it is a mode of
cultural and aesthetic agency through which adolescents express themselves and symbolically
reclaim their presence in urban space. Within these hangout spaces, the boundary between the local
and the global becomes blurred, producing hybrid identities shaped through processes of cultural
bricolage (Hebdige, 2023). By employing styles of dress, symbols, and expressive practices that
appear unconventional within the traditional cultural context of Borujerd, adolescents attribute new
meanings to familiar urban settings. This process generates both spatial and symbolic tension
between official, institutional interpretations of public space and the informal readings articulated
by Generation Z. While urban management and traditional norms tend to define such spaces as
places of transit or formal gathering, adolescents transform them into subcultural habitats
characterized by visibility, peer interaction, and performative self-expression. In this sense, urban
hangouts function as sites of the politics of representation, where everyday practices communicate
subtle forms of resistance (Hall and Jefferson, 1976). Despite the growing visibility of such
practices, studies of youth subcultures in Iran have largely focused on Tehran, leaving the
experiences of adolescents in mid-sized cities like Borujerd relatively unexplored. This study
therefore adopts an ethnographic perspective to interpret the lifeworld of Generation Z in
Borujerd’s urban hangouts and to examine how identity is constructed and represented through
stylistic, linguistic, and spatial practices in these environments.

Methods and Data

This study is situated within the interpretive paradigm and employs an ethnographic research
strategy in order to understand the lived meanings embedded in the subcultural practices of
Generation Z. Given the spatially fluid and embodied nature of youth practices in Borujerd, the
research adopted a multi-sited ethnographic approach. Fieldwork was conducted across several
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strategic urban locations where adolescents commonly gather, including Shohada Square, Takhti
Square and its surrounding sidewalks and park, the alleys around Niloufar Passage, the area
surrounding Diplomat Center, and Fadak Park. These sites were selected as key youth hangouts
where everyday social interactions, identity performances, and symbolic negotiations with urban
space become visible. The fieldwork lasted four months and was primarily carried out between
16:00 and 24:00, a time when adolescents’ leisure activities most actively shape the social life of
these spaces. Participant observation constituted the primary method of data collection. The
researcher entered the field gradually and adopted the role of an observer-as-participant,
maintaining analytical distance while engaging in informal interactions with participants. Through
sustained presence and everyday conversations, a degree of trust was gradually established, and
several adolescents acted as informal field mediators who facilitated access to broader peer groups.
In addition, twelve unstructured narrative interviews were conducted within the natural setting of
these hangout spaces. Participants were recruited through snowball sampling, enabling access to
relatively closed youth networks. The sample included twelve adolescents (seven boys and five
girls), reflecting the gendered patterns of visibility and spatial presence observed in Borujerd’s
public spaces.Data collection also involved extensive field notes and attention to visual and
symbolic elements such as clothing styles, slang expressions, and personal objects. Data analysis
was conducted concurrently with fieldwork and relied on the triangulation of participant
observation, field notes, and interview narratives. Through iterative coding and constant
comparison, descriptive codes were gradually organized into broader analytical themes related to
spatial practices, identity performance, and subcultural capital.

Findings

Field findings, derived from participant observation, narrative interviews, and field notes, reveal
that Generation Z in Borujerd actively reinterprets urban public spaces through everyday spatial
practices, styles, and collective interactions. Rather than functioning merely as sites of transit,
locations such as Shohada Square, Takhti Street, Niloufar Passage, and Fadak Park operate as youth
hangouts where adolescents symbolically appropriate and reinterpret the urban environment. In line
with Lefebvre’s notion of the social production of space, these sites become lived spaces through
practices such as group gathering, wandering, and prolonged presence, allowing adolescents to
establish a sense of belonging and spatial ownership. The findings also indicate that youth presence
in these spaces involves ongoing negotiation with local social norms and institutional actors. While
generational similarities in music preferences, slang, and digital practices create a shared youth
culture, gendered patterns of spatial behavior remain evident. Boys tend to occupy highly visible
spaces such as main squares and streets, often engaging in performative displays of presence,
whereas girls more frequently utilize semi-public environments such as shopping passages or parks,
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where social visibility can be more carefully managed. This pattern reflects subtle continuities of
gendered expectations despite apparent cultural convergence. Style and bodily performance
constitute another key dimension of youth identity construction. Clothing choices particularly
oversized styles along with accessories, hairstyles, and bodily gestures operate as symbolic markers
through which adolescents communicate belonging and distinction. These stylistic elements
function as forms of subcultural capital that structure status and recognition within peer groups.
Language also plays a central role in shaping the youth lifeworld. Slang expressions, shared
phrases, and musical influences such as rap and drill contribute to the creation of a distinctive
“soundscape” that reinforces group boundaries and collective identity. Peer groups, locally referred
to as “ekip,” serve as the primary social units through which adolescents organize their presence in
public space. These groups operate through informal hierarchies based on experience, stylistic
competence, and familiarity with subcultural codes. Finally, the findings highlight the hybrid nature
of youth spatial experience: physical presence in urban hangouts is closely intertwined with digital
representation through social media. Posting stories, tagging locations, and sharing images
transform local spaces into visible nodes within wider digital networks, allowing adolescents to
connect their local identities to global youth cultural flows.

Conclusion and Discussion

This ethnographic study examined the lifeworld of Generation Z in the urban hangouts of Borujerd
and demonstrated that public space in this semi-traditional city has shifted from a neutral physical
setting to a symbolic arena of negotiation. Adolescents are not passive users of space; rather,
through the production of lived spaces in sites such as Shohada Square, Niloufar Passage, and
Takhti Street, they actively reinterpret citizenship and enact a localized “right to the city.” Drawing
on Lefebvre and de Certeau, the findings show that youth peer groups (ekip) engage in tactical,
temporary spatial appropriations that reterritorialize areas otherwise structured by institutional
logics of transit, surveillance, and moral order. In line with Goffman’s dramaturgical perspective,
each hangout operates as a stage for identity performance. Oversized styles, bodily gestures, slang,
and musical soundscapes function not merely as aesthetic choices but as symbolic statements that
generate subcultural capital and subtly contest dominant norms. Gender boundaries appear partially
reconfigured yet not erased, echoing McRobbie’s argument that contemporary cultural change
entails a rearticulation rather than disappearance of gendered expectations.

The study further highlights the hybrid nature of youth spatiality: physical presence gains meaning
through digital representation via social media check-ins and stories. Practices such as nighttime
wandering, vaping, and informal language operate as micro-rituals of resistance that symbolically
reclaim time and space. Overall, Borujerd’s Generation Z emerges as a “individual—collective”
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subject that negotiates belonging, distinction, and urban visibility within the constraints of a
traditional local context.

Ethical Considerations

All ethical principles relevant to qualitative research were carefully observed in this study.
Participation in the research was entirely voluntary, and informed consent was obtained from all
participants prior to conducting interviews or field observations. To protect participants’ privacy, all
names and identifying details were anonymized in the research process. The researcher ensured that
the information provided by participants remained confidential and was used solely for academic
purposes. Participants were also informed that they could withdraw from the study at any stage
without any consequences. Throughout the fieldwork, particular attention was given to maintaining
respect, trust, and sensitivity toward the social and cultural context of the participants.
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