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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Peace has traditionally been understood as the absence of war or direct violence;
however, developments in peace studies have demonstrated that such a negative
definition is insufficient to explain persistent social instability and human suffering in
contemporary societies. The concept of positive peace emphasizes that sustainable peace
requires not only the elimination of direct violence but also the removal of structural
conditions that systematically harm individuals and groups. Structural violence refers to
social, economic, and institutional arrangements that produce inequality, deprivation, and
exclusion without a visible or direct perpetrator. Within this framework, poverty and
inequality are not merely economic problems but enduring forms of structural violence
that constrain human potential and undermine social harmony. In recent decades,
increasing economic pressures, widening social inequalities, declining social trust, and
weakened social cohesion have rendered peace increasingly fragile, particularly in
developing societies. Despite extensive international scholarship on structural violence
and peace, empirical studies in Iran have rarely examined poverty and inequality through
this lens or explored their implications for the realization of positive peace. This study
seeks to address this gap by analyzing how poverty and inequality are experienced as
forms of structural violence in everyday life and by examining their consequences for
positive peace.
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Methodology

Given the exploratory nature of the research and the lack of an established theoretical
framework adapted to the Iranian context, a qualitative approach based on grounded
theory was adopted. The study population consisted of graduate students at Tabriz
University during the academic year 2022-2023. Sampling was conducted
simultaneously through purposive and theoretical strategies, with an emphasis on
maximum variation in terms of gender, age, marital status, employment status, and socio-
economic background. Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews,
allowing participants to articulate their lived experiences and interpretations of poverty,
inequality, and peace. Interviews continued until theoretical saturation was achieved,
resulting in a total of 43 participants. Data analysis followed the systematic procedures
of grounded theory coding, including open, axial, and selective coding. Through constant
comparison, raw data were transformed into concepts, subcategories, and core categories.
To ensure rigor and trustworthiness, the study applied established qualitative criteria such
as transparency in methodological decisions, member checking, analytical reflexivity,
and comparison of findings with existing empirical and theoretical insights.

Result and discussion

The findings reveal that participants experience poverty and inequality as two
interconnected dimensions of structural violence: economic and social. Economic
structural violence manifests primarily through livelihood poverty and resource poverty.
Livelihood poverty refers to persistent financial insecurity that forces individuals to focus
almost exclusively on meeting basic needs, leaving little psychological or emotional
capacity for higher-level values such as empathy, cooperation, or peace. Participants
emphasized that when survival becomes the central concern, peaceful coexistence turns
into an abstract and unattainable ideal. Resource poverty, by contrast, operates at the
institutional and structural level and includes inadequate access to educational, research,
welfare, and infrastructural facilities. Scarcity of shared resources intensifies competition,
generates tension, and erodes peaceful interactions within academic and social settings.

Social structural violence emerges through neglected justice and hidden forms of
discrimination. Neglected justice is reflected in experiences of unfairness, lack of
meritocracy, favoritism, and unequal access to employment and social opportunities.
Participants described how perceived injustice and systemic inequality foster resentment,
frustration, and social withdrawal. Hidden discrimination encompasses gender, ethnic,
religious, and class-based inequalities that are often normalized and embedded within
social institutions. These forms of discrimination were reported to damage dignity,
weaken social belonging, and obstruct the formation of inclusive and peaceful social
relations.

The consequences of poverty and inequality as structural violence for positive peace
are extensive and multifaceted. At the individual and collective levels, participants
reported a decline in mental well-being, heightened stress, emotional exhaustion, and
reduced tolerance in everyday interactions. These conditions undermine empathetic
coexistence and increase the likelihood of interpersonal conflicts and aggressive
behaviors, contributing to the reproduction of cycles of violence. Furthermore, structural
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violence was found to erode moral and social values, leading to the normalization of
opportunism, instrumental rationality, and the commodification of peace. In such
contexts, peace is no longer understood as a shared ethical commitment but is reduced to
a temporary, forced, or transactional arrangement driven by economic necessity. Finally,
the findings highlight a significant erosion of social capital, manifested in declining trust,
weakened social bonds, reduced cooperation, and the replacement of collective solidarity
with unhealthy competition.
Conclusion

This study demonstrates that poverty and inequality function as pervasive forms of
structural violence that fundamentally undermine the realization of positive peace. By
constraining material well-being, damaging mental health, eroding ethical standards, and
weakening social capital, these structural conditions perpetuate instability and social
tension. The findings suggest that positive peace cannot be achieved solely through the
absence of direct violence or short-term conflict management. Instead, it requires
structural transformation aimed at reducing poverty, ensuring social justice, promoting
equality of opportunity, and strengthening trust and cooperation within society.
Addressing both the lived experiences of individuals and the broader structural
determinants of inequality is essential for building sustainable and meaningful peace. In
the Iranian context, this research provides an empirical foundation for rethinking peace
as a socio-economic and moral project rooted in justice and human flourishing.
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