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Since their establishment, universities in Iran have played an active role in
social and political spheres, while simultaneously being influenced by
transformations in these areas. Consequently, they have always been the
focus of both micro- and macro-structures of power and subjected to
various forms of control. In response to this process, students, as the main
actors within academic spaces, have demonstrated diverse and
multilayered forms of resistance. Among them, the position and role of
female students hold special significance; not only do they confront the
prevailing power structures within the university, but they also face gender
relations. This dual challenge contributes to the particular complexity of
their resistance experience. This study employs a critical ethnographic
method to examine the forms of resistance exhibited by female students in
Tehran’s universities from the mid-2010s until 2023. The main focus is on
analyzing their actions and reactions against multiple forms of power —
formal, institutional, structural, and even customary — within the
academic environment. In this context, female students are divided into
three groups: ordinary students, institutional activists, and non-
institutional activists. Each group demonstrates a distinct type of
resistance: “rejected resistance” among ordinary students, “resistance as
praxis” among institutional activists, and “fluid resistance” among non-
institutional activists. Simultaneously, by looking at the experiences of
female students in the 2010s (corresponding to the 2011-2021 decade in
the Iranian calendar), it becomes evident that many of these resistances
took shape not only in formal and visible frameworks but also at the
margins, within everyday relationships, or even through silence and
selective passivity. The lived experiences of these students have challenged
not only the official, male-centered narrative of the university but also the
symbolic and hierarchical order governing academic spaces. They have
opened new horizons for the possibility of subjectivity, agency, and the
redefinition of the female student’s position. As a result, two types of
subjectivities emerge within this framework of resistance: one is the
solitary desiring subject, and the other is the collective subject embodied in
a shared will.
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INTRODUCTION

The name of the university in Iran has been intertwined with political and social
events. Since its establishment, this institution has also been involved in the
production and reproduction of a certain type of activism. When individuals come
to university, they enter an environment that has its own specific mechanisms.
These mechanisms, however, have not been created in a vacuum, as the university is
a part of the state and governance. Both the state and the government have
simultaneously enacted policies for this institution. The product of the interaction
between these policies and the role of university bureaucratic managers has created
a specific power structure within the university. In fact, while the university is
embedded in a larger power structure, it has simultaneously established and
expanded its own power relations within its confines. This power field has
organized itself in such a way that it can be observed across all areas of the
institution. Power relations do not necessarily exist only in hidden signs; it is not
required to analyze hidden power from the outset. Rather, power also manifests
itself in explicit mechanisms within the institution. Therefore, when discussing the
power field, we refer to all the elements associated with it: the shape of the space and
architecture, the manner in which classes are held, the university security and
disciplinary committees, interactions with professors and administrators,
surveillance cameras, regulations, circulars, the way the university is managed, etc.
Each of these, individually or together, is an example of tools that materialize the
mechanisms of power and control.

The exercise of power within the university places the “student” at risk of
exclusion and removal. For the “female student,” this exclusion and removal are
applied more intensely. The existing relationships and mechanisms subject the
“female student” to a more comprehensive form of domination, which consequently
calls for a form of resistance against this domination.

When we speak of exclusion, it is not limited to the exclusion of female student
activists as a political subject; it encompasses all female students. A “female student”
may choose to view the university as a space for obtaining an academic degree or
consciously transform it into a field for activism. The unequal power relations
within the university subject the “female student’s” existence to domination, as on
one side there is an institution with specific repressive mechanisms, and on the
other side, female students, as members of this institution, are present. Now, in this
constant interaction between the individual and the institution, how does resistance
against this power mechanism take shape? How does the possibility of resistance
manifest among female students? What forms of resistance do they adopt in
response to the university? What strategies do students pursue in confronting the
mechanisms of exclusion and removal they face?



METHODOLOGY

In this study, the forms of resistance against the existing situation among female
students were identified using a qualitative approach through observation, semi-
structured interviews, and informal conversations. Based on this, we have attempted
to identify the main forms of resistance among female students in several public
universities in Tehran using critical ethnography, drawing on field observations,
interviews, and theoretical resources. According to Marsh and Stoker, participant
observation involves the researcher immersing themselves in the social
environment of interest, observing people in their normal settings, and participating
in their activities. (Marsh & Stoker, 2014, 226)

Among various qualitative methods, ethnography was chosen due to its "first-
hand experience in research and direct interaction with the community under
study." (Fazlollahi Qamshi & Yousefi, 2016, 112) When the goal of the research is to
uncover social conditions, attitudes, roles, and interpersonal relationships in
connection with the overall cultural structure, ethnography is recommended.
Critical methodology is also one of the foundations of ethnographic research.
(Imani, 2002: 46) Critical ethnography is a qualitative, field-based method
specifically designed to uncover social processes that produce unequal situations.
(Carspecken, 2001, 1-26)

In this approach, interviewees are selected through a combination of purposive
and snowball sampling techniques. Accordingly, 15 students were directly
interviewed, and informal conversations with officials and students, along with the
researchers' field observations, contributed to the research process.

FINDINGS
Female Students and Multiple Identities

Female students acquire multiple identities within the university, shaping diverse
encounters with structures of power. They are no longer understood through a
single generalized lens and can manifest different aspects of themselves. Female
student resistance is defined in relation to this multiplicity.

1-5. Typology of Students

1-1-5. Enrolled Female Students: The majority of female students. They enter
university due to family expectations or to pursue academic identity. Their
resistance is everyday, micro-level, and non-political, often centered on navigating
university life.

2-1-5. Institutionally Active Female Students: Engage in formal social and
political activities alongside their studies. Their resistance is conscious, organized,
and collective, guided by ideas and strategic goals.

3-1-5. Non-institutionally Active Female Students: Seek social or political
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agency but remain outside formal organizations. Their resistance is semi-organized,
adaptive, and often more confrontational.

2-5. Forms of Resistance

1-2-5. Marginalized Resistance: Hidden, everyday actions that subtly push back
against authority, including rule-bending, role-playing, and mutual support
networks.

2-2-5. Resistance as Praxis: Deliberate integration of awareness and action,
most visible among institutionally active students. It combines collective
engagement with ideational motivation.

3-2-5. Fluid Resistance: Dynamic, flexible, and semi-organized, primarily
among non-institutionally active students. It allows broader participation and direct
challenges to power, manifesting both individually and collectively.

3-5. The Role of Resistance in Shaping the Female Student Subject

1-3-5. Singular Desire-Driven Subject: Acts individually to preserve personal
autonomy, motivated by life and self-development, occasionally benefiting
collective interests.

2-3-5. Subject Embodied in Collective Will: Exists only within a collective
context. Resistance is both individual and collective, navigating hope and despair,
and oriented toward collective gains and structural change.

CONCLUSION

In universities, unequal power relations create a continuous struggle between
domination and resistance. Female students, due to their dual experience of gender-
based discrimination, are often at the forefront of resistance, exhibiting diverse
forms—from everyday to collective, and from visible to hidden—depending on the
intensity of domination and the degree of organization.

A key feature of women’s resistance is creativity and flexibility in confronting
structural and cultural constraints. By concealing or moderating their actions, they
challenge authority, yet reveal their resistance in specific events. This ongoing
process shapes the female student subject in the process of “becoming,” enabling the
experience of multiple forms of resistance.

Different types of resistance—including “subjugated resistance,” “fluid
resistance,” and “resistance as practice”—not only respond to domination but also
produce and reproduce new subjects, who can be both “singular desiring subjects”
and “embodied in collective will.” This reproduction demonstrates women’s
creativity and capacity to confront domination and foster social transformation,
whereas men’s resistance tends to be more public, political, and less gendered.



NOVELTY

The novelty of the article lies in its focus on women, the analysis of different forms
of resistance, and their role in producing new subjects and shaping the dialectic of
power and resistance within the university.
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