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ABSTRACT

Received: 30 Jun 2025 This study aimed to explore how the university as a modern institution influences the life

Accepted: 07 Oct 2025 politics of female students, their redefinition of social identity, and their strategies for
First Available: 08 Oct 2025 confronting discrimination. A qualitative phenomenological approach was adopted. Data
Final Publication: 21 Apr 2026 were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews with 30 female students

representing three identity orientations: feminist, non-traditional, and religious-traditional.
Participants were recruited using purposive and snowball sampling. Data were analyzed
through coding and thematic interpretation. Feminist participants highlighted the
dominance of patriarchal norms and pervasive gender discrimination and emphasized
resistance and self-assertion. Non-traditional participants reported job market inequalities,
students, life politics, social bodily display restrictions, educational barriers, and the historical impact of patriarchal
identity, everyday life culture, proposing education and cultural reform as solutions. Religious-traditional
participants expressed relative satisfaction with women’s progress yet stressed the need for
legal reforms and updated Islamic interpretations to address inequality. The university acts
as a modern identity resource enabling female students to critically reconsider traditional
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roles, assert autonomy, and engage in self-directed life politics. Nevertheless, entrenched
patriarchal structures and cultural constraints persist, requiring integrated strategies from
individual empowerment to legislative and cultural transformation.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Modernity has profoundly reshaped social structures and individual identities across
the globe, yet its pathways and manifestations are not homogeneous. As scholars such as
Bashiriyeh emphasize, modernity in societies like Iran has emerged through a complex
interplay of imported concepts, indigenous traditions, and political shifts (1). It is not
merely a technological or economic transition but a deep cultural and identity-oriented
transformation (3). Modernity’s key feature is what Giddens defines as “reflexivity,”
whereby individuals become compelled to question inherited roles and actively construct
self-identity (4-6).

In Iran, the university as a modern institution has become a pivotal arena where
young women encounter new discourses and question traditional gender hierarchies (7).
Through exposure to diverse cultural values and access to educational and social networks,
female students often renegotiate conventional expectations and begin to articulate
personal life politics. This aligns with Bhambra’s postcolonial critique that modernity is
not monolithic; rather, it must be understood in plural and localized forms that allow for
the agency of historically marginalized groups (8).

Despite these opportunities, modernity in Iran remains entangled with persistent
patriarchal norms and cultural resistance. Delanty’s concept of “multiple modernities”
underscores that modern transformations are context-bound and can be selectively
integrated (9). As a result, young Iranian women navigate a dual social reality: on one side,
opportunities for education, mobility, and independence; on the other, deeply rooted
structures of male dominance and traditional family expectations (2, 12). Many students
report encountering both overt and subtle discrimination in academia and the labor market
(15).

A key analytical lens for understanding these negotiations is “life politics,”
conceptualized by Giddens as the self-aware process of choosing how to live when
traditional certainties decline (4, 6). For Iranian female students, life politics entails
deliberate decisions regarding career paths, relationships, bodily autonomy, and religious
reinterpretation. It also requires navigating anxiety and instability, which scholars like
Kawabata have linked to the precarious conditions of late modern capitalism (16).

Importantly, critiques of Western modernity have shown that even as it promises
emancipation, it can reproduce hierarchies and exclusions (17). This perspective helps

explain why some Iranian women pursue hybrid strategies—embracing aspects of



modernity such as education and independence while reinterpreting religious and cultural
frameworks to maintain continuity with their heritage (10, 14). Such adaptive strategies echo
what Isabella Francisca Freitas Gouveia de and colleagues describe as “critical modernity,”
a creative appropriation of global change to produce locally meaningful innovation and
agency (20).

Given these theoretical debates, the present study investigates how female students
in Iran experience modernity and use the university environment to reconstruct identity
and life politics.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This research employed a qualitative phenomenological design to deeply examine
the lived experiences of female students within the context of modern Iranian society.
Participants were recruited through purposive and snowball sampling to capture diverse
identity orientations: feminist, non-traditional, and religious-traditional. Thirty in-depth
semi-structured interviews were conducted until thematic saturation was achieved.
Interviews focused on issues such as discrimination, gendered expectations, self-definition,
social mobility, and strategies for negotiating constraints. Data were analyzed through
systematic coding to extract patterns and major themes across participants’ narratives.

FINDINGS

Analysis revealed three broad identity orientations with distinct but overlapping
responses to modernity.

Feminist participants strongly criticized patriarchal dominance across social,
academic, and occupational domains. They framed gender inequality as systemic and
universal rather than culturally exceptional, describing persistent discrimination in hiring,
promotion, and everyday interactions. Many emphasized personal empowerment through
education and professional achievement, viewing self-assertion as essential to counteract
exclusion.

Non-traditional participants also recognized gender inequality but were more
pragmatic in their strategies. They acknowledged both structural barriers—such as
restrictions on academic mobility, dress, and career advancement—and deeply ingrained
cultural beliefs about women’s domestic roles. Yet their focus was on practical coping and
incremental change: seeking financial independence, using higher education to access
better employment, and advocating for long-term cultural transformation through

education and awareness.
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Religious-traditional participants displayed relative satisfaction with
improvements in women’s social status compared to previous generations but remained
critical of legal inequities. They advocated for reinterpreting Islamic teachings and
accelerating legal reform to ensure fairer rights for women while preserving family and
moral values. This group often sought balance between modern ambitions and traditional
frameworks, rejecting both rigid patriarchy and what they perceived as radical Western
feminism.

Across all groups, the university emerged as a critical space for identity
experimentation and social learning. Participants described expanding worldviews through
exposure to diverse peers, encountering feminist and egalitarian discourses, and
recognizing structural discrimination. For some, this awareness spurred open resistance;
for others, it inspired adaptive strategies within culturally acceptable boundaries. Notably,
tension and psychological strain were reported by many participants, especially when
navigating conflicting expectations between personal aspirations and familial or societal
norms.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The study demonstrates that the university functions as a vital modern identity
resource for Iranian female students, enabling them to reimagine gender roles and articulate
new forms of selthood. This aligns with Giddens’ concept of reflexive modernity, where
self-identity is not passively inherited but actively constructed (4-6). It also supports
Chavoshian’s argument that modern consumption and lifestyle choices, including
educational attainment, become tools for social distinction and empowerment (7).

The differentiation among feminist, non-traditional, and religious-traditional
orientations underscores the multiplicity of modernity in Iran. As Delanty notes, modernity
is not singular but takes historically situated forms (9). Feminist participants reflect a
globalized critique of patriarchy consistent with postcolonial perspectives (8, 17), while
non-traditional and religious-traditional groups illustrate local adaptations, blending
modern aspirations with cultural continuity (10, 14).

Persistent structural discrimination—such as horizontal and vertical segregation in
the labor market—confirms previous Iranian research on gendered barriers to social
mobility (2, 15). Yet the findings also highlight women’s agency: they are not passive
recipients of inequality but employ diverse tactics, from pursuing advanced education and

financial independence to advocating for culturally grounded legal reforms. These



strategies mirror global patterns of “critical modernity,” where marginalized groups
reshape modern values to serve their empowerment (20).

However, the psychological cost of negotiating modernity is significant. Many
students report stress and uncertainty when navigating clashing expectations, echoing
Kawabata’s argument about the anxiety endemic to late modernity (16). This indicates the
need for institutional support systems, mental health resources, and culturally sensitive
gender empowerment programs within universities.

In conclusion, the research underscores that while modernity provides Iranian
women with powerful tools for self-realization, its benefits remain uneven and fraught with
contradiction. Universities have the potential to accelerate gender equity and identity
autonomy but must also acknowledge and mitigate the tensions female students experience.
Supporting hybrid, context-sensitive pathways to empowerment—rather than imposing
rigidly secular or traditional models—appears most promising for sustainable social

change in Iran.
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