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Today, with the widespread presence of women in public arenas and in
parallel with the change of their position, new definitions of femininity are
being formed. Since the university is the center of gravity of social
Changes, the purpose of this study is to know the perception of educated
and non-educated women about femininity. For this purpose, a
conceptual framework was developed by relying on sensitive concepts
such as social identity, gender identity, rethinking, interactive identity, and
hegemonic gender. In order to achieve the goal of the research, this study
has tried to understand the perception of two groups of educated (16
people) and non-educated (10 people) living in the same area in Tehran
about being a woman. The findings of this study indicate that uneducated
women understand and experience femininity in a stereotyped manner
and according to the concepts of patriarchal society. They live gender
inequality as part of their everyday experiences and actively reproduce
emphasized femininity. Although educated women are associated with a
greater variety of discriminations and experience inequality in a systematic
way, and on the other hand, their presence in social spaces brings them
together with new spaces that challenge traditional definitions, but at the
same time, they are condemned to comply with traditional norms and
laws, and the necessary conditions and context for redefining themselves
are not yet available for them. as a result, although various feminist
theories and theories about the concept of identity emphasize the
rethinking and modification of gender identities, the women participating
in this study, despite being in the more general arenas of society, have not
yet been able to modify and modify their identity and need There is more
agreement and negotiation with society.
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INTRODUCTION

Theoretical developments in the social sciences—particularly within the field of
gender studies—have led to the conceptualization of “femininity” as a socio-cultural
construct, placing it at the center of sociological inquiry. Within this framework,
femininity is represented as a product of social, cultural, and biological interactions,
situated within broader social structures. The acknowledgment of feminine identity
is highlighted as a foundational condition for women's agency. Findings from
domestic studies indicate that women's entry into higher education has prompted a
rethinking of both individual and social identity, creating new opportunities for the
redefinition of gender roles (Mousavi, 2011; Rajabi et al., 2019). At the global level,
the university—as one of the central institutions of modernity—provides a space for
rethinking established values and identities (Nilsen, 1996; Murphy, 2024).

These transformations—particularly in developing societies—have led to the
emergence of new forms of femininity that are redefined through interaction with
cultural, familial, and educational structures. Theoretical studies have also demonstrated
that gender identity is not a fixed concept; rather, it is continuously reassessed and
redefined through social interactions, lived experiences, and the expansion of awareness
(Giddens, 1999; Jenkins, 2002; Butler, 2015). In this context, higher education can serve
as a platform for women's social mobility and facilitate a transformation in the
experience of femininity (Williams & Giles, 1987; Connell, 1995).

The central question of this study is how university-educated women experience
and reinterpret the meaning of femininity, and how this experience—compared to
that of women who have not had access to academic spaces—reveals distinct layers
and dimensions of identity transformation. The aim of this study is to examine the
lived experiences of university-educated women in confronting existing gender
norms and to analyze the processes through which they critically reflect on and
renegotiate their feminine identity. This study seeks to deepen the understanding of
the challenges, forms of resistance, and processes of identity redefinition among
women in Iranian society, by focusing on the role of higher education in shaping
gender identity transformation.

Given the growing presence of women in higher education and the complexities
arising from the simultaneous negotiation of traditional and modern roles,
examining their lived experiences in redefining gender identity constitutes both a
theoretical and social necessity. This necessity may lead to a multilayered
understanding of the processes of critical reflection within gender structures and
the transformative role of the university as a social institution.

METHODOLOGY

This research is exploratory in its aim and qualitative in nature, grounded in a
phenomenological approach. Data were collected through both fieldwork and
library-based research. The primary research instrument consisted of in-depth,
semi-structured interviews with 26 women residing in District 18 of Tehran,
divided into two groups: those with university education and those without.
Participants were selected through purposive sampling, and data collection



continued until theoretical saturation was reached. Data analysis was conducted in
four stages: holistic reading, horizon formation, extraction of meaning units, and
textual description. The central research question explores how university-educated
women experience and reinterpret the meaning of femininity, and how this
experience differs from that of women without academic exposure.

FINDINGS

The data analysis in this study was conducted using a phenomenological approach,
with a focus on the lived experiences of women in two groups: those with university
education and those without. The findings of this study indicate that the
perceptions of women without university education were categorized into five main
themes and ten subthemes, including “gender inequality,” “emphasized femininity,”
“normative femininity,” “feminine traits,” and “gender differentiation.” This group
experiences femininity within a traditional and fixed framework, characterized by
the reproduction of stereotypical gender roles and the acceptance of inequality. In
contrast, university-educated women demonstrate a more multilayered and critical
experience of femininity, which was analyzed through four main themes and eight
subthemes: “the slippery slope of femininity,” “reproduction of gender
discrimination,” “dual existence,” and “systematic inequality.” These experiences
reveal that while higher education opens up new possibilities, it also exposes women
to novel forms of discrimination and structural contradictions. The validity of this
study’s findings is grounded in key principles of qualitative research, including
theoretical saturation, sample diversity, multi-stage analysis, and rigorous
interpretation of the data.

CONCLUSION

In this study, the experience of femininity among participants emerged as a
multifaceted and context-dependent concept—one that is shaped and redefined
through interactions with social circumstances, educational attainment, and modes
of engagement with gender-based inequalities. In participants’ narratives,
educational level emerged as a significant factor influencing the formation of
diverse meanings of femininity. Women without university education tend to define
femininity in alignment with established roles and patriarchal norms, whereas
university-educated women perceive it as negotiable, open to critical reflection, and
subject to ongoing transformation.

NOVELTY

The innovation of this study lies in its phenomenological analysis of women's lived
experiences across two educational contexts—an approach that moves beyond role-
based frameworks and represents femininity as a concept under negotiation, critical
reflection, and ongoing re-creation within social structures. Moreover, the
articulation of the concept of “extended femininity,” grounded in theories of
motherhood, enables a reinterpretation of intergenerational ties in the cultural-
social context of feminine identity formation and consolidation.
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