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reports that educational paths differ according to religiosity, with non-elite colleges
attracting relatively religious youth and elite universities attracting those with lower
religious beliefs. Iranian studies (Kharazmi University, 2013) suggest that higher
education can reduce religiosity, with variations by gender and parental religiosity
influencing outcomes.

Personal Experiences and Contemporary Social Issues

Tara Westover’s memoir exemplifies how individual experiences inform literature
that addresses broader social issues, akin to Afshaneh Najmabadi’s Hidden Family
Currents (2023), which draws from personal experience to explore love, marriage,
and family transformations in modern Iran. Another example is Nushin Ahmadi
Khorasani’s Diary of Sixteen Iranian Women (2018), which compiles oral histories
of women navigating social and political restrictions during the Pahlavi era. These
works, like Westover’s memoir, highlight the intersection of personal narrative and
social critique, illustrating the complex interplay between individual agency and
societal constraints.
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Her personal and family experiences shaped her relationships outside the home.
Meeting Charles, a young man from the external world, made her aware of
differences from her restrictive upbringing. Conflicts with roommates over cultural
and religious practices further emphasized her sense of alienation. Moving into a
new apartment and starting a relationship with Nick offered glimpses of
independence, yet she struggled to fully detach from her past.

From Pain Suppression to Acceptance of Knowledge

Medical encounters were as challenging as education. After a neck injury left her
partially paralyzed and in pain, her mother relied on an “energy healer” rather than
a doctor. Tara attempted daily exercises, but the methods had no observable effect,
leading her to adapt to chronic pain. A later incident with her injured brother,
Shawn, highlighted the risks of ignoring formal medical care. For the first time,
Tara independently sought hospital treatment, marking a pivotal moment in
distancing herself from her family’s beliefs. Taking painkillers and receiving
vaccinations symbolized both small yet significant steps toward scientific
acceptance.

Finding an Independent Voice

Cumulative decisions gradually shaped Tara’s identity. Legal documentation,
financial independence, and scholarships provided her agency to focus on
education and leave her father’s scrapyard work behind. Despite rejecting many
family beliefs, she unconsciously reproduced cycles of family violence in certain
interactions, reflecting the entrenched patterns of her upbringing. She struggled to
reconcile her religious upbringing with her new academic life, striving to honor her
beliefs while recognizing conflicts.

Ultimately, Tara realized that true power lay in accepting uncertainty and
cultivating an independent voice. She understood that her life should no longer be
shaped by others’ narratives but directed by herself, and that reclaiming her story
required confronting her past honestly.

Religion and Education: Coexistence of Conflict and Interaction

Educated does not oppose religion per se but critiques rigid, exploitative beliefs and
traditions. Tara emphasizes that the book is not about Mormonism specifically, nor
any other religion, but examines individuals with diverse beliefs and behaviors. She
critically evaluates her upbringing through research, particularly her study of
nineteenth-century Mormonism in her dissertation, using an academic lens rather
than a purely religious or critical one.

Scholarly research also explores the complex relationship between religion and
higher education. Victoria Fuller (2024) notes that higher education does not
necessarily reduce religiosity; instead, it exposes students to broader worldviews,
challenging but not eliminating religious practice. Similarly, Philip Schwadel (2016)



environment, he assured her that God and angels were with them and would
prevent harm. Even when her grandmother faced cancer treatment, Gene believed
faith—not modern medicine—was the key to survival. He viewed Tara’s desire to
attend school as a betrayal of spiritual and familial identity, making her choice not
just personal, but a rejection of family values.

Tara’s mother, Faye, aligned her behaviors with her husband’s beliefs to preserve
the family. She prepared herbal oils and practiced methods like energy healing to
treat her family. Through home births, she bypassed the medical and legal systems.
Faye’s weakness in resisting stronger family forces prevented her from protecting
her daughters from domestic violence.

Two brothers significantly impacted Tara’s life. Tyler, markedly different from
the rest of the family, appeared out of sync with their chaotic rhythm. Organized
and orderly, Tyler appreciated classical music, unlike the roughhousing and
disorder at home. He introduced Tara to music, which offered an escape from
violence and contradiction. Unlike other brothers, Tyler loved learning and study,
making his path to university challenging in a household favoring practical over
formal education. His decision to attend college inspired Tara to consider higher
education, initially seeming impossible, but eventually motivating her to research
and prepare for college.

Shawn, another brother, was kind and humorous in private, yet aggressive in
public, enforcing roles of violence and control. His abusive behavior toward Tara
included interference in her clothing and relationships, though he also taught her
martial arts and occasionally provided financial support.

From Ignorance to Self-Awareness

Tara’s childhood environment profoundly affected her adulthood, education,
relationships, encounters with medicine, and ultimately her identity. Lacking prior
formal education, she self-studied for the college entrance exam. Her first exposure
to literature and history at university revealed a lack of historical knowledge; figures
like Napoleon were as unfamiliar as fictional characters like Jean Valjean. Early
academic challenges, such as failing her first history exam, gradually reshaped her
understanding of justice, race, and inequality in the United States. She recognized
that some family beliefs had normalized or justified oppression.

Tara initially intended to study music but discovered a stronger interest in
history, politics, and global issues—creating internal conflict against traditional
views of women’s roles. Guided by professors, she learned rigorous scholarly
analysis and writing methods. Despite financial concerns, she eventually attended
Cambridge for graduate study. Her entry into this new academic world symbolized
acceptance and transformation, though she initially struggled with unfamiliar
concepts like Isaiah Berlin’s negative and positive freedom.

University Studies
51

Vol. 2
Issue 3
Spring 2024




University Studies
50

Extended Abstract

INTRODUCTION

The book Educated, which is introduced in this article, recounts the memoirs of Tara
Westover, an American memoirist, author, and historian, one of the New York Times
bestsellers and recipient of numerous awards. Tara Westover (born September 27,
1986) was the youngest of seven children born in Clifton (a town with a population of
259) in Idaho, to Mormon parents. Her parents distrusted doctors, hospitals, public
schools, and the federal government. Tara was born at home with the help of a
midwife and was never taken to a doctor or nurse. Until the age of nine, she had no
birth certificate. “None of the children had educational or medical records, and even
Tara’s birth date was disputed—the mother remembered one date, the father another,
and the grandmother recorded an entirely different date. Eventually, the mother
requested baptismal records from the central church, but even they provided differing
dates. After countless calls and a sworn affidavit from the grandmother, the state of
Idaho issued a delayed birth certificate, which became Tara’s first legal identity
document, something meaningless to her until then.”

Their father resisted seeking formal medical treatment for any family member,
even when they were severely injured. The children were treated only by their
mother using herbal remedies and other alternative methods (such as energy
healing). The home had few textbooks. During her adolescence, Tara began
exploring the wider world and preparing for college independently. She purchased
textbooks and self-studied to pass the university entrance exam. She was admitted
to Brigham Young University and received a scholarship despite not having a high
school diploma. After a challenging first year, in which she struggled to adapt to the
university and broader society, she graduated with honors in 2008 and later
received her Master’s degree from Trinity College, Cambridge. In 2010, she was a
Gates Cambridge Scholar and a visiting member at Harvard University. She
returned to Trinity College, Cambridge, to pursue a PhD in the history of ideas,
defending her dissertation in 2014, titled Family, Morality, and Social Science in
Nineteenth-Century Anglo-American Thought.

Life within Family Traditions and Beliefs

The main figures influencing Tara’s life were her parents and two older brothers.
Tara’s father, Gene, born and raised in the harsh, isolated mountains, gave him a
sense of independence and power. Serious yet humorous, over the years he became
a fearful, isolated man. He stockpiled food and weapons, pulled his children out of
school, cut external connections, and prepared the family for apocalyptic days. In
his view, schools were merely tools for a socialist government to brainwash children
and turn them into cogs in a machine. Alongside his political fervor, Gene was
deeply religious. He held extreme beliefs about medicine and drugs, seeing them as
symbols of evil. When Tara’s mother was severely injured in an accident, despite the
clear need for medical care, Gene chose to entrust her to the “hands of God.” When
Tara began working in her father’s metal scrapyard, a dangerous and violent
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The book Educated by Tara Westover narrates the author’s experiences growing up in a
secluded and highly traditional family in Idaho. Westover, who was raised without
formal identity registration and deprived of school education, decided in her adolescence
to change the course of her life. This book depicts a journey from ignorance to self-
awareness, from struggling against family traditions to achieving independence through
education. In addition to exploring Westover’s personal development, the book
examines the impact of education on redefining identity, the family’s role in limiting
women’s access to education, and the tension between religious beliefs and higher
education. By describing life in a family that viewed formal education as a threat to
religious beliefs and autonomy, the author illustrates the influence of religion, bias, and
familial violence on individual and social growth. Despite these obstacles, Westover’s
self-directed learning enabled her to enter Brigham Young University and continue her
studies at Cambridge and Harvard. These memoirs demonstrate how education can help
individuals break cycles of oppression and redefine their identity. Westover’s narrative
goes beyond personal experience, reflecting broader challenges faced by women in
achieving independence and access to knowledge. The book highlights how education
not only transforms individuals but also reshapes relationships, beliefs, and social status.
Emphasizing the power of learning, personal growth, and the role of education in
discovering truth and building an independent future, Educated illustrates how education
can be a tool for empowerment. Studies on religiosity and education, including research
on changing students’ religious beliefs during university, indicate that higher education
can challenge certain traditional beliefs but does not necessarily reduce religiosity.
Additionally, works such as Hidden Family Currents and Diary of Sixteen Iranian
Women, which present women’s personal narratives, show that education affects not
only individual transformation but also family relationships, social beliefs, and identity

construction.
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capital (r = 0.605) and socioeconomic status (r = 0.372). Furthermore,
socioeconomic status showed a direct positive influence on quality of life, indicating
that as socioeconomic status improves, quality of life correspondingly increases.

Results from the Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) with satisfactory fit
indices revealed complex relationships among the variables. Although university
education demonstrated a direct negative effect (f = -0.175) on quality of life, its
indirect effect through mediating variables - particularly social capital - was positive
and substantial ( = 0.32). Consequently, the total effect of education on quality of
life was evaluated as positive (f = 0.145). In this model, university education exerted
positive indirect effects on quality of life through the mediating pathways of social
capital, decision-making power, and socioeconomic status.

CONCLUSION

This study examines the dual role of university education in the quality of life of
married housewives. The findings indicate that while higher education may have a
direct negative impact on life satisfaction due to increased expectations and the gap
between academic aspirations and traditional domestic roles, it simultaneously exerts
a significant positive influence on quality of life through indirect pathways. These
pathways include the enhancement of social capital, increased decision-making power
within the family, and improved socioeconomic status. Consequently, the net effect of
university education on quality of life is ultimately positive.

The ultimate conclusion suggests that education alone does not guarantee
improved quality of life. Rather, it becomes an empowering factor when it enhances
women's position in family and society through key mediating mechanisms. These
results emphasize the necessity of designing policies that go beyond quantitative
expansion of higher education and highlight the importance of creating social and
economic frameworks for women to genuinely benefit from their educational capital.

NOVELTY

This research breaks new ground by examining educated housewives as a distinct
demographic, revealing the paradoxical duality of higher education's impact on
quality of life. The central innovation lies in empirically verifying both the direct
negative effect and indirect positive effects of university education simultaneously.
The development of an integrated causal model that elucidates the role of mediating
variables - particularly social capital and decision-making autonomy - in this complex
relationship represents another significant contribution. By moving beyond simplistic
analyses, this study provides a nuanced, multidimensional understanding of higher
education outcomes for women within Iran's specific cultural context, offering
valuable insights for both academic discourse and policy development.
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INTRODUCTION

Despite the significant growth in women's enrollment in higher education in Iran, a
profound gap persists between their educational attainment and economic
participation rates. This has led to the emergence of a large social group: 'educated
housewives. Adopting an innovative approach, this research moves beyond the
conventional comparison of employed women and housewives to focus on analyzing
the net impact of education on the quality of life among housewives themselves.

The primary objective of this study is to compare the quality of life between two
subgroups of homemakers—those with and without university education—in order
to assess the influence of higher education independent of variables such as
employment-related income. Furthermore, the study examines the differences in
social capital between these two groups and its relationship to their quality of life.

Given the pvotal role of education in shaping women's identity and
expectations, this research seeks to provide a deeper understanding of the socio-
cultural consequences of expanding higher education for women in Iran. Its
findings can inform policymaking related to this growing demographic.

METHODOLOGY

The study employs a cross-sectional survey design with a descriptive-analytical
approach to examine the factors affecting the quality of life among housewives. The
statistical population consists of married housewives aged 25 to 59 in Tehran, from
which a sample of 400 individuals was selected using a multi-stage cluster sampling
method. Data collection was conducted through face-to-face interviews using a
questionnaire as the primary tool.

The main dependent variable, quality of life, was measured using the
standardized WHOQOL-BREF questionnaire. The primary independent variable,
university education, was defined dichotomously (having or not having a university
degree). Other key variables included social capital, decision-making power
(measured with researcher-developed scales), and socio-economic status. The
reliability of the instrument was confirmed using Cronbach’s alpha.

Data were analyzed using Pearson correlation tests, t-tests, and structural
equation modeling (SEM) to examine causal relationships among the variables. The
construct validity of the instrument was also confirmed prior to analysis through
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA).

FINDINGS

The findings revealed a statistically significant higher mean quality of life score
among women with university education (84.14) compared to those without such
education (80.41). Notably, women with higher education reported better quality of
life specifically in the physical health and social relationships domains. Correlation
analyses demonstrated positive relationships between quality of life and both social
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Despite the significant increase in the presence of women in Iran's
higher education system, a large proportion of them assume the role of
homemakers after graduation. This raises the fundamental question of
what impact university education has on the quality of life of
housewives. Therefore, the main objective of this study is to conduct a
causal analysis of this impact and to compare the quality of life between
two groups of married housewives in Tehran: those with and without
university education. This research was designed based on the World
Health Organization's theories of quality of life, social capital, and the
relationship between education, empowerment, and the formation of
expectations. This study was conducted using a survey method with a
questionnaire administered to a sample of 400 housewives aged 25 to 59
in Tehran, selected through a multi-stage cluster sampling method. Data
were analyzed using t-tests for mean comparison and Structural
Equation Modeling (SEM) with AMOS software. The results of the
Structural Equation Modeling indicated that university education has a
direct negative effect (f = -0.175) on quality of life, but its indirect effect
through mediating variables is positive and significant (p = 0.32).
Consequently, the total effect of education on quality of life was found
to be positive (B = 0.145). This positive impact is realized when
education leads to an increase in decision-making power within the
family, social capital, and socio-economic status. Furthermore, the
results of the mean comparison test showed that the average quality of
life was significantly higher in the group of women with a university
education (84.14) compared to the other group (80.41). The findings
suggest that university education, in itself, can negatively affect quality
of life due to increased unmet expectations. However, when it leads to
the genuine empowerment of women within the family and society, it
becomes an effective factor in enhancing their quality of life.



https://doi.org/10.22035/jous.2024.5501.1102




Toosi, R, & Sajjadi, M. (2025). A survey examination of psychological support in the
workplace. Journal of Cyberspace Studies, 1-23. https://doi.org/10.22059/jcss.2025.396165.1167

UNICEEF. (2019). Family-family-friendly workplaces Policies and Practices to Advance Decent
Work in Global Supply Chains. Available in:
https://www.unicef.org/media/85516/file/ UNICEF%20UNGC%20family%20friendly%20
workplaces.pdf

UNICEF. (2020). Family-friendly policies handbook for business. UNICEF East Asia and
Pacific Regional Office. Retrieved from https://www.unicef.org/early-childhood-
development/family-friendly-policies

University of Arizona. (n.d.). Family spaces. Life & Work. Retrieved April 18, 2025, from
https://lifework.arizona.edu/family-spaces

University of Idaho. (n.d.). Family-friendly services. University of Idaho, College of Law. Retrieved
April 18, 2025, from https://www.uidaho.edu/law/moscow-boise/moscow/family

University of Stuttgart. (n.d.). Family-friendly university. University of Stuttgart. Retrieved
April 18, 2025, from https://www.uni-stuttgart.de/en/university/profile/family-friendly/

Vadedahir, A. (2002). Women and higher education: The development of a new identity for
women in higher education in Iran. Strategic Women’s Studies, 15(5).

University Studies
41

Vol. 2
Issue 3
Spring 2024



https://www.unicef.org/media/85516/file/UNICEF%20UNGC%20family%20friendly%20workplaces.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/85516/file/UNICEF%20UNGC%20family%20friendly%20workplaces.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/early-childhood-development/family-friendly-policies
https://www.unicef.org/early-childhood-development/family-friendly-policies
https://lifework.arizona.edu/family-spaces
https://www.uidaho.edu/law/moscow-boise/moscow/family
https://www.uni-stuttgart.de/en/university/profile/family-friendly/

University Studies
40

Extended Abstract

Keshavarz,K. (2023). Gender relations in the mindset of students in Tehran universities. Journal of
University Studies, 1(3), 137-163. https://doi.org/10.22035/j0us.2023.5()02.1026

Khodabin, M., & Arsalani, A. (2025). Artificial intelligence literacy as national strategy: A
systematic review of policy, equity, and capacity building across the Global South. Journal of
World Sociopolitical Studies, 9(4), 887-921. https://doi.org/10.22059/wsps.2025.396408.1529

Kruvelis, M. (2017, June 12). Building family-friendly campuses: Strategies to promote college
success among student parents. Beyond the Margins: Meeting the Needs of Underserved
Students.

Kuleshova, A. (2015), Dillemas of Modern Motherhood (Based on Research in Russia).
Economics and Sociology, 8(4), 110-121. https://doi.org/lO.14254/2071 789X.2015/8-4/8

Nezami, M., Hajhosseini, M., & Fereidouni, S. (2024). Transformative Learning and Identity
Reconstruction: A Phenomenological Study of Iranian Student Mothers. Qualitative Research
in Behavioral Sciences (QRBS), 3(1), 133-150. https://doi.org/10.22077/qrbs.2024.8049.1056

Pourkhazai, S., Mehran, G. , Ahmadi, P., & Adli, F. (2023). Relations between higher
education  system and gender: Life experience in  single-sexAlzahra
University. Interdisciplinary ~ Studies  in  the = Humanities, 15(4), 145-169.
https://doi.org/10.22035/isih.2023.5172.4941

Rajabi, G. R., Sayah Tarafzade, N. and Taghizade, M. (2017). Reliability and Validity of the
Work-Family-School Conflict Scale among Students. Journal of Educational Psychology
Studies, 14(26), 85-102. doi: https://doi.org/10.22111/jeps.2017.3236

Rastgar Khaled, A. (2006). Khanevade, kar, jinsiyat [Family, work, and gender]. Tehran, Iran:
Public Relations of the Cultural-Social Council of Women. [In Persian]

Rich, A. (1976). Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution. W. W. Norton &
Company.

Ruddick, S. (1989). Maternal Thinking: Toward a Politics of Peace. Beacon Press.

Saedmocheshi, L., & Azizi, N. (2020). Reflection on quantitative and qualitative aspects of
policy making in Iran's Higher education system. Quarterly Journal of The Macro and
Strategic Policies, 8(1), 166-184. https://doi.org/10.30507/jmsp.2020.102393

Sallee, M. W. (2013). Gender Norms and Institutional Culture: The Family-Friendly Versus
the Father-Friendly University. The Journal of Higher Education, 84(3), 363-396.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2013.11777293

Shirbagi, N., & Abdolahzadeh, N. (2020). Analysis of Educational Policy-Making Discourse
in Iranian Higher Education System. Iranian Journal of Public Policy, 6(2), 179-200.
https://doi.org/10.22059/jppolicy.2020.77619

Strazdins, L., Shipley, M., & Broom, D. (2007). What does family-friendly really mean?
Wellbeing, time, and the quality of parents' jobs. Australian Bulletin of Labour, 33(2),
202-225.

Tajmazinani, A. A. and Ebrahimi, M. (2021). Gender Analysis of Education Policy in Post-
Revolutionary Iran. Women Studies, 12(38), 41-72. https://doi.org/10.30465/ws.2021.29640.2923


https://doi.org/10.22035/jous.2023.5002.1026
https://doi.org/10.22077/qrbs.2024.8049.1056
https://doi.org/10.22035/isih.2023.5172.4941
https://doi.org/10.22111/jeps.2017.3236
https://doi.org/10.30507/jmsp.2020.102393

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Abdollahi-Abadi, F., Ghafari, M., & Nadiri, H. (2019). Social support related to role, role
conflict of work-family-education, and academic burnout in women. Farhang-e MosSavere
va Ravandarmani, 10(40), 155-182.

Balali, I., Mohammadi, S. F., & Hosseini, S. S. (2017). Qualitative analysis of the challenges of
simultaneously performing student and familial roles. Mutal‘at-i Rah-bordi Zanan,
19(75), 32-63. https://doi.org/10.22095/jwss.2017.51744

Butler, J. (1990). Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. Routledge.

Carliner, J., & Everall, K. (2019). Playtime at Robarts Library: Opening a family-friendly
study space at the University of Toronto. College & Research Libraries News, 80(2), 100.
https://doi.org/10.5860/crln.80.2.100

Casper, W. J., Harris, C. M., Taylor-Bianco, A., & Wayne, J. H. (2011). Work-family conflict,
perceived supervisor support and organizational commitment among Brazilian professionals.
Journal of Vocational Behavior, 79(3), 640-652. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2011.04.011

Chodorow, N. (1978). The Reproduction of Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of
Gender. University of California Press.

Cohen-Miller, A. S., Sagitova, R., Ogay, S., Tselenko, Y., Shakhmanova, A., & Saburova, A.
(2018). What is a family-friendly university campus? A pilot study to develop student
research and provide practical results. American Journal of Qualitative Research, 2(2),
103-119.

Collins, P. H. (1994). Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of
Empowerment. Routledge.

Frone, M. R. (2003). Work-family balance. In Handbook of occupational health psychology
(pp. 143-162). American Psychological Association.

Greenhaus, J. H., & Beutell, N. J. (1985). Source of conflict between work and family roles.
Academy of Management Review, 10(1), 76-88. https://doi.org/10.2307/258214

Greenhaus, J. H., & Beutell, N. J. (1985). Sources of conflict between work and family roles.
Academy of Management Review, 10(1), 76-88. https://doi.org/10.5465/AMR.1985.4277352

Greenhaus, J. H., & Powell, G. N. (2006). When work and family are allies: A theory of work-
family  enrichment.  Academy  of Management  Review, 31(1), 72-92.
https://doi.org/10.5465/ AMR.2006.19379625

Hosseini, S. H., & Sakhaei, S. (2025). Educating intelligence, producing power: Iranian
sociologists on Al, knowledge production, and global hierarchies. Journal of World
Sociopolitical Studies, 9(4).

Institute for Research and Planning in Higher Education. (2024, July 2). Increase in female
students / 63% of students enrolled in the undergraduate level. Retrieved from
https://irphe.ac.ir/content/5023/140304111

Karlsruhe Institute of Technology. (n.d.). Family services at KIT. KIT Family Portal.
Retrieved April 18, 2025, from https://www.familienportal kit.edu/english/430.php

University Studies
39

Vol. 2
Issue 3
Spring 2024



https://doi.org/10.5860/crln.80.2.100
https://irphe.ac.ir/content/5023/140304111
https://www.familienportal.kit.edu/english/430.php

University Studies
38

Extended Abstract

Considering Iran’s cultural and social context and the critical role of
motherhood, policymakers need to redefine university missions to simultaneously
enable personal development, social participation, and maternal responsibilities.
Universities, as normative institutions, can play a key role in transforming gender
attitudes. Yet, existing policies predominantly focus on women’s caregiving roles
without a holistic view of family and gender. Thus, family-friendly policies must
transcend superficial services and incorporate gender as a fundamental and cross-
cutting element in organizational structures, evaluation criteria, and institutional
culture. Gender-sensitive policymaking should recognize differences and address
structural inequalities to prevent perpetuating disparities. Finally, despite limited
efforts, supports remain at an early and fragmented stage, highlighting the urgent
need for structural reforms and broad cultural change. Universities must commit to
family-friendly policies while maintaining educational quality to balance support
for student parents—especially mothers—with educational equity.

NOVELTY

The main innovation of this article lies in its in-depth exploration of the lived
experiences of student mothers in Iranian universities, focusing on the unique
cultural and social context of the country. Unlike previous studies that primarily
address general family-friendly policies or women's issues in higher education, this
research uses a qualitative approach and in-depth interviews to provide a detailed
and tangible understanding of the challenges and needs faced by student mothers,
revealing significant gaps in existing university support policies. Furthermore, by
combining a comparative analysis of international family-friendly policies with the
local experiences of Iranian student mothers, the article proposes new indicators
and criteria for defining a family-friendly university that are practical and culturally
relevant to Iran. Another key contribution is the comprehensive critique of current
policies, highlighting that existing support mainly centers on women’s maternal
roles without adopting a broader, gender-sensitive view of family. Finally, the article
emphasizes the need to redefine university missions and develop gender-sensitive
policies that address structural inequalities. This interdisciplinary and innovative
approach offers valuable insights for higher education policy and gender justice,
paving the way to improve the academic and family lives of student mothers in Iran.
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University Neglect of Motherhood: University structures and scheduling often lack
the flexibility necessary to meet the needs of student mothers. Rigid class times,
tight project deadlines, and mandatory in-person attendance create significant
obstacles. Additionally, physical infrastructure deficits, such as the absence of
elevators, mother-and-child rooms, and childcare facilities, make continuing
education difficult. Cultural and social conflicts further exacerbate the situation,
with mothers often facing stigma, blame, or pressure to conceal their maternal role.
Moreover, inadequate legal and policy support, including inflexible leave policies
and lack of academic accommodations, intensifies these pressures.

Requirements of a Family-Friendly University: Suggested solutions include
improving physical infrastructure (elevators, nursing rooms, on-campus childcare
or financial childcare support) and introducing flexible academic policies such as
appropriate leave options, virtual learning opportunities, and eased deadlines.
Support for student mothers should not compromise academic standards but aim to
create equitable and humane conditions allowing simultaneous fulfillment of
familial and academic roles. The findings emphasize that beyond facilities and
policies, universities must cultivate a responsible and empathetic attitude toward
student mothers to support their academic and personal success.

CONCLUSION
The study classifies family-friendly university policies into three primary levels:

1) Policies focusing mainly on women and their maternal roles, including
maternity leave, nursing rooms, and pregnancy support, aimed at facilitating
women’s education and employment alongside motherhood.

2) Policies designed to improve family life for all university members (students,
staff, and faculty), such as childcare services and family-oriented counseling.

3) Policies aimed at redefining gender roles and promoting gender justice within
universities, including gender-neutral spaces and encouraging men’s participation
in caregiving roles.

However, the lived experiences of student mothers in Iran reveal that current
supports are insufficient, scattered, and inconsistent, mainly centered on easing
maternal duties without a comprehensive approach to family and gender issues.
Maternity leave policies are unevenly implemented, with some mothers reluctant to
use them, signaling policy weaknesses. Virtual education, which could alleviate
pressures, remains unofficial and dependent on individual effort, creating confusion
and challenges. Inflexible curricula, limited childcare facilities, and stringent
university policies negatively impact mothers’ academic quality, placing the primary
burden of support on themselves. Consequently, the current situation falls far short
of the family-friendly university ideal.
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INTRODUCTION

The participation of women in higher education in Iran has significantly increased
over recent decades, rising from 29.7% in 1971-1972 to 53.9% in 2004-2005. In the
academic year 2022-2023, women accounted for 50.2% of all students, surpassing
men for the first time. This trend highlights the expanding involvement of women,
especially mothers, in higher education. However, the overlap of academic studies
with marriage and childbearing periods presents numerous challenges for student
mothers. Research indicates that these women often experience role conflicts,
burnout, reduced sense of control, and strain in family relationships as they attempt to
manage simultaneous academic, maternal, and spousal roles. Although many student
mothers try to alleviate these conflicts by adjusting their lifestyles, the lack of
institutional support at the university level exacerbates their pressures. In many
leading countries, these challenges are addressed through the development and
implementation of “family-friendly policies” such as parental leave, childcare services,
flexible scheduling, family health insurance, and psychological support. Such policies
not only improve student mothers’ experiences but also enhance their productivity
and mental well-being. Given the absence of a formal framework supporting student
mothers in Iranian universities, this study asks: What are the defining characteristics
and indicators of family-friendly universities in global practice? And how do Iranian
student mothers’ lived experiences align with these models?

METHODOLOGY

This qualitative study employed thematic analysis to explore the experiences of
student mothers and to identify indicators of family-friendly universities. The
research was conducted in two phases: first, an examination of family-friendly
policies and criteria in five internationally recognized universities was carried out.
Second, semi-structured, in-depth interviews were conducted with 19 student
mothers across seven Iranian universities, including Allameh Tabataba’i, Tarbiat
Modares, Alzahra, International University of Religions, Science and Culture, Sharif
University of Technology, and Amirkabir University. Purposive sampling focused
on mothers with children aged from infancy to preschool, enrolled at
undergraduate, master’s, and doctoral levels. Data analysis involved familiarization
with the data, initial coding, theme extraction and revision, final naming of themes,
and report writing. To enhance the study’s trustworthiness, experiences from
multiple universities beyond the primary site (Allameh Tabataba’i) were
incorporated. Demographic details of participants, including age, number and age
of children, academic level, and university affiliation, are summarized in a table.

FINDINGS

The findings from interviews with 19 student mothers reveal that balancing
motherhood and academic responsibilities presents multiple challenges. Two main
themes emerged:
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The lived experience of mother-students in family-friendly universities is a
multi-layered and complex issue. This article, based on a conceptual
framework grounded in the concepts of motherhood, role conflict and
strain, and family-friendliness, aims to answer two key questions: What
characteristics and indicators define a family-friendly university in the
experience of countries at the forefront of this idea? And what is the
relationship between family-friendliness and the experiences of mother-
students in university practice? This study uses a qualitative approach and is
based on semi-structured interviews with 19 mother-students. The data
were analyzed through thematic coding and analysis. The findings highlight
one main theme centered around the "relationship between the university
and family-friendliness," with two sub-themes and six concepts. Some of the
indicators in the family-friendly university policies are focused on women,
while others focus on the family and some on broader gender-related
concepts. Measures such as maternity leave, breastfeeding rooms, and
pregnancy support are primarily designed based on the assumption of
women’s caregiving roles, often referring to women and their gender roles
rather than family or gender in a broader sense. Some of the existing
indicators and measures in family-friendly universities belong to a broader
discourse on gender and gender justice, such as the design of flexible
educational programs for parents or facilitating men’s involvement in
caregiving roles. However, the support provided by universities is often
inadequate, scattered, and inconsistent, with little attention paid to the
family structure or a broader gender perspective. The research findings
indicate that the support universities offer in line with family-friendly
policies is mainly focused on mother-students, but these supports are often
insufficient, fragmented, and inconsistent. Most measures are limited to
facilitating the role of motherhood and give little attention to the family
structure or a broader gender perspective. For example, maternity leave is
the main support provided in universities, but its implementation is not
uniform. Distance learning and virtual education are still offered in a limited
and informal way, and curriculum planning does not provide sufficient
flexibility to accommodate the conditions of mother-students.
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research on gendered communication patterns. Negative posts commonly
addressed inadequate facilities, lack of privacy, strict regulations, and weak
dormitory management. Gender played a recurring role across clusters. Female
students more often expressed anxiety over privacy, emotional well-being, and
safety, while male students were more vocal about autonomy and frustration with
management. The analysis of engagement-weighted posts (likes, reposts,
comments) suggested that negative posts often gained wider traction, reflecting the
salience of dissatisfaction in dormitory discourse.

CONCLUSION

The study underscores the critical role of dormitory infrastructure, social
environment, and administrative transparency in shaping student satisfaction. The
findings indicate that improving physical facilities (e.g., better maintenance,
increased privacy), enhancing safety measures without overly restrictive policies,
and creating culturally sensitive programming could improve perceptions. Gender
emerged as a key dimension, suggesting that interventions should be tailored: for
female dormitories, increased emotional support, safety assurances, and moderated
regulation; for male dormitories, greater emphasis on autonomy and recreational
facilities. Social media analysis proved valuable in uncovering authentic and candid
student voices, offering a complementary perspective to traditional surveys. Policy-
making informed by such data can more effectively address student concerns,
ultimately contributing to improved academic outcomes, mental health, and
university community cohesion.

NOVELTY

This research is among the first in Iran to systematically analyze student
perceptions of dormitory life using large-scale, naturally occurring data from a
public social media platform. Unlike traditional questionnaire-based studies, which
can be limited by response biases or formal constraints, the use of X posts provides
a candid snapshot of lived experiences, including both surface-level complaints and
deeper emotional undercurrents. The combination of advanced sentiment analysis,
clustering, and qualitative interpretation allowed for the identification of nuanced
themes across thousands of voices. Moreover, by integrating gender as a focal lens,
this study reveals how male and female students frame their dormitory experiences
differently, both linguistically and emotionally. The methodological approach—
blending computational techniques with sociocultural interpretation—offers a
scalable framework for future research on student life, campus culture, and other
higher-education contexts in Iran and beyond.
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INTRODUCTION

Student dormitories are a central element of university life, shaping students’
academic, social, and psychological experiences. The living environment of a
dormitory often acts as more than a residence—it becomes a micro-community that
influences personal growth, emotional well-being, and academic performance. Prior
studies have shown that dormitory life can be a source of both support and stress,
depending on infrastructure, management, and the nature of social interactions. In
the Iranian context, where dormitories house hundreds of thousands of students,
understanding students’ perceptions is particularly relevant, especially given
budgetary constraints in higher education and the evolving dynamics of university
campuses. Gender plays a critical role in these perceptions, as male and female
students often encounter dormitory life differently due to distinct social
expectations, safety concerns, and cultural norms.

METHODOLOGY

This research adopted a data-driven, mixed-method content analysis approach,
drawing on a dataset of 3,046 Persian-language posts from X related to students’
experiences in dormitories over a two-year period (December 2022-December
2024). The posts were collected using the platform’s API, filtered for relevance, and
subjected to a comprehensive preprocessing stage. Text normalization,
tokenization, and removal of non-informative content such as URLs and stopwords
were performed using Python libraries optimized for Persian-language processing
(Hazm, Pandas, StopwordsISO). Duplicate posts were identified and removed,
yielding a final dataset of 2,994 unique entries. Sentiment analysis was carried out
using the pre-trained “HooshvareLab/bert-fa-base-uncased-sentiment-
deepsentipers-multi” model, which classified posts into emotional categories (angry,
annoyed, neutral, happy, joyful) along with probability scores for each label. Posts
were then vectorized using TF-IDF for thematic exploration, and K-Means
clustering was applied to identify semantic groupings. The optimal number of
clusters was determined through Elbow Method, Silhouette Score, Davies-Bouldin
Index, and Calinski-Harabasz Index, converging on eight thematic clusters. Word
clouds were generated to visualize dominant terms in each cluster, highlighting
recurring concepts. Each cluster was then summarized using a transformer-based
summarization model (DistilBART) to extract central themes.

FINDINGS

The analysis revealed that students’ emotions toward dormitory life ranged from
highly positive to deeply negative, with gender differences evident in emotional
expression. Positive posts often centered on strong friendships, shared experiences,
and a sense of belonging cultivated in dormitory communities. Female students’
posts reflected more frequent use of expressive language and emojis when
describing emotional support networks, consistent with findings from prior
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Student dormitories play a crucial role in shaping students' academic,
social, and psychological experiences. Students’ attitudes toward
dormitory life directly influence their academic performance, mental
health, and overall satisfaction. Given the growing student population and
the importance of improving dormitory living conditions, this study aims
to analyze students' perceptions and emotions about dormitory life based
on real-world data collected from the social media platform X. We were
specifically interested in knowing the importance of gender in shaping
students’ perceptions of dormitory life. This research employed a data-
driven approach based on content analysis of 3,046 Persian-language posts
related to students’ dormitory experiences shared on platform X over two
years. After data preprocessing—including removing irrelevant
information, text normalization, and tokenization—sentiment analysis
was conducted using the pre-trained model "HooshvareLab/bert-fa-base-
uncased-sentiment-deepsentipers-multi." To identify semantic patterns,
K-Means clustering was applied, with the optimal number of clusters
determined using the Elbow Method, Silhouette Analysis, and Davies-
Bouldin and Calinski-Harabasz indices. Data analysis revealed that
male/female perceptions of dormitory life might be affected by different
factors. Positive sentiments reflected strong friendships, social support,
and fond memories of shared experiences, while negative emotions were
associated with inadequate facilities, lack of privacy, cultural conflicts, and
poor dormitory management. The clustering process identified eight
meaningful clusters representing various aspects and emotions of
dormitory life. Each cluster highlighted specific experiences, from social
bonding and personal growth to frustration with dormitory policies and
infrastructure shortcomings. The findings underscore the importance of
improving dormitory infrastructure, ensuring transparent and efficient
management, fostering social interactions, and enhancing security
measures. Data-driven policy development can reduce current issues and
increase student satisfaction. We found that gender is a crucial factor
shaping student’s perception of dormitory life.
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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
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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.



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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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?
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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.



https://doi.org/10.22035/jous.2024.5499.1101




Seifollahi, S., & Razegian, A. (2008). Social factors affecting women’s gender identity in
Tehran. Social Sciences Research Letter, 2(3).

Tayebinia, M., & Rahmani, J. (2016). Emerging Motivations of Women’s Identity
Transformations in Higher Education Participants. Journal of Iranian Cultural
Research, 9(2), 101-129. https://doi.org/10.22035/ijcr.2016.309

Torabi Farsani, S. (2019). Zan Irani dar gozar az sonnat be moden [Iranian Women in
Transition from Tradition to Modernity]. Tehran, Iran: Niloufar Publications.

UNESCO. (2025). Global Education Gender Report 2025: Towards equality in learning and
leadership. Paris: UNESCO. https://doi.org/10.54676/DEOD4878

Zokaee, M. S., & Qarakhani, M. (2007). Young Girls and Feminity (A Case Study on Girls in
High Schools of Tehran. Woman in Development & Politics, 5(1), 59-82.

Zolfali-Fam, J. (2007). The effect of non-traditional social roles on girls’ social identity. Peyk-e
Noor, 7(3), 96-115.

University Studies
19

Vol. 2
Issue 3
Spring 2024



https://doi.org/10.22035/ijcr.2016.309
https://doi.org/10.54676/DEOD4878

University Studies
18

Extended Abstract

Ghyasvand, A. (2014). The Effect of Modern Metropolitan Atmosphere on Reviewing the
women’s Gender Identity. Gender and Family Studies, 2(1), 79-98.
https://dor.isc.ac/dor/20.1001.1.25381938.1393.2.1.4.7

Giddens, A. (2005). The consequences of modernity (M. Selasi, Trans., 3rd ed.). Tehran, Iran:
Markaz. (in Persian)

Giddens, A. (2008). Modernity and self-identity (N. Movafeghian, Trans., 2nd ed.). Tehran,
Iran: Ney.

Hamzavi Abedi, F., Bagherian, F., & Mazaheri, M.A. (2015). Investigating Young Iranian
Women's Understanding of Femininity Norms. Social ~Cognition, 4(1), 84-96.
https://dor.isc.ac/dor/20.1001.1.23223782.1394.4.1.6.9

Hosseini, S.H., & Sakhaei, S. (2025). Educating intelligence, producing power: Iranian
sociologists on Al, knowledge production, and global hierarchies. Journal of World
Sociopolitical Studies, 9(4), 887-921. https://doi.org/10.22059/wsps.2025.396408.1529

Jenkins, R. (2002). Hoviyat-e Ejtema’l [Social identity]. (T. Yarahmadi, Trans.). Tehran, Iran:
Shirazeh. (in Persian)

Kane, E.W. (1998). Men’s and women’s beliefs about gender inequality, family ties, dependence,
and agreement. Sociological Forum, 13(4), 650-665. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1022895317075

Khodabin, M., & Arsalani, A. (2025). Artificial intelligence literacy as national strategy: A
systematic review of policy, equity, and capacity building across the Global South. Journal of
World Sociopolitical Studies, 9(4), 777-814. https://doi.org/10.22059/wsps.2025.396472.1530

Kiani, M., & Najafi, S. (2018). Social Trust and Social Identity: Rethinking in Educated
Women Social Identity Case of the University of Tabriz. Quarterly Journal of Woman
and Society, 9(34), 275-294.

Lorber, J. (2000). Social construction of gender. In E. F. Borgatta & R. J. V. Montgomery
(Eds.), Encyclopedia of Sociology. New York: Macmillan Reference.

Mansourian Ravandi, F., & Nikkhah Qomsari, N. (2017). Globalization tools and gender
identity. Journal of Sociology of Lifestyle (SLS), 3(9), 251-287. (in Persian)

Murphy-Graham, E. (2024). Gendered transformations in higher education: Reimagining
femininity in the Global South. Journal of Educational Change, 25(2), 1-18.

Parvari, P. (2016). Transition from Philosophy to Methodology; A New Reading of the
Phenomenological Method. Bi-Quarterly Journal of Research Methodology in the
Humanities, 7(1), 49-66.

Rafatjah, M., & Rahbari, L. (2014). An Exploratory Typology of the Concept of Femininity
among Kordish, Azarish and Mazandarani Women. Quarterly of Social Studies and
Research in Iran, 3(2), 311-334. https://doi.org/10.22059/jisr.2014.53142

Saroukhani, B., & Rafatjah, M. (2004). Women and the redefinition of social identity. Iranian
Journal of Sociology, 5(2), 133-160. https://dor.isc.ac/dor/20.1001.1.17351901.1383.5.2.5.4

Seidman, S. (2016). Contested knowledge: Social theory today (H. Jalili, Trans., 8th ed.).
Tehran, Iran: Ney.


https://dor.isc.ac/dor/20.1001.1.25381938.1393.2.1.4.7
https://doi.org/10.22059/wsps.2025.396408.1529
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1022895317075
https://doi.org/10.22059/jisr.2014.53142
https://dor.isc.ac/dor/20.1001.1.17351901.1383.5.2.5.4

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Alemdaroglu, A. (2015). Escaping femininity, claiming respectability: Culture, class and
young women in Turkey. Women’s Studies International Forum, 53, 53-62.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2015.09.006

Alirezanejad, S. (2013). Professional or gender identity: a study of educated girls older than 35 years
working in Tehran. Social Sciences, 20(60), 276-311. https://doi.org/10.22054/qjss.2013.6894

Anwary, A. (2015). Construction of hegemonic masculinity: Violence against wives in
Bangladesh. Women’s Studies International Forum, 50, 1-10.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2015.02.011

Ardekani Fard, Z., & Razavizadeh, S.N. (2021). Influential Instagram Women; Femininity
Portrayed on the Pages of Iranian Influencers. Journal of Woman in Culture and
Arts, 13(1), 65-90. https://doi.org/10.22059/jwica.2021.321321.1565

Baron, R. A., & Byrne, D. (1997). Social psychology. New Delhi: Prentice-Hall of India.

Boostani, D., & Mohammadpur, A. (2009). Meaning Reconstruction of Young Men's Gender
Orientation toward Young Women (A Grounded Theory Study). Women's Strategic
Studies, 11(44), 142-172. https://dor.isc.ac/dor/20.1001.1.20082827.1388.11.0.6.9

Bugden, M., Hayley, M., & Melissa, G. (2021). Hegemonic gender and Australian women’s
mothering aspirations. Women’s Studies International Forum, 85, Article 102440.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2021.102450

Castells, M. (2001). The information age: The power of identity (H. Chavoushian, Trans., Vol.
2). Tehran, Iran: Tarh-e No.

Cherkowski, S., & Lynn, B. (2014). Academic women negotiating demands of femininity. Wormen’s
Studies International Forum, 45, 19-26. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2014.03.013

Chini, N., Hashemyanfar, A., & Kangarani, H. M. (2018). Women's Social Construction of
Rhizomatology in the Context of Sports, Cosmetic and Beauty Centers. Quarterly Journal of
Woman and Society, 9(35), 85-116. https://dorl.net/dor/20.1001.1.20088566.1397.9.35.5.3

Chowdhury, P. (2014). Gender bias in education: Perceptions of masculinity and femininity.
Social Science, 3, 2454-2465. https://ierj.in/journal/index.php/ierj/article/view/866

Connell, RW. (1995). Masculinities. Cambridge: Polity Press.
https://doi.org/10.1177/000169939603900309

Correa, A., Glas, M. G., & Opara, J. (2025). Females in higher education and leadership:
Insights from a multi-method approach. Frontiers in Education, 10(1485395), 1-19.
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1485395

Elmi, M., & Alizadeh, H. (2009). Social factors effective on the gender identity of female
students of the islamic Azad University Tabriz branch. Women and Family Studies
Quarterly, 1(3), 75-90. https://sid.ir/paper/206341/en

Ghafarinasab, E., & Mohammadtaghinejad Esfahani, R. (2021). Space Consumption and
Redefining Femininity; A Study of Women's Cafe Experience in Shiraz. Journal of
Applied Sociology, 32(2), 49-70. doi: 10.22108/jas.2020.124438.1964

University Studies
17

Vol. 2
Issue 3
Spring 2024



https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2015.09.006
https://doi.org/10.22054/qjss.2013.6894
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2015.02.011
https://dor.isc.ac/dor/20.1001.1.20082827.1388.11.0.6.9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2021.102450
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2014.03.013
https://dorl.net/dor/20.1001.1.20088566.1397.9.35.5.3
https://ierj.in/journal/index.php/ierj/article/view/866
https://doi.org/10.1177/000169939603900309
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1485395

University Studies
16

Extended Abstract

ACKNLOWLEGMENT

This article is derived from the Master's thesis of Fatemeh Torkashvand in
Sociology at Kharazmi University, which was defended on February 16, 2019. The
author sincerely acknowledges the scholarly guidance of Dr. Fatemeh Javaheri and
Dr. Lila Falahati. Gratitude is also extended to the participants who generously
contributed to the data collection process.

CONEFLICT OF INTEREST

No conflict of interest has been declared by the authors.



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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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
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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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women are expected to prioritize traditional gender roles, marriage, and domestic
responsibilities.

CONCLUSION

This study identifies two general types of university cultures: egalitarian
universities—mostly public institutions in Tehran with intellectual traditions and
active student life—and conservative universities, mostly located in peripheral
regions. It is important to note that normative cultures may vary between faculties
within the same institution; for example, law faculties in Tehran are reportedly
more conservative than others. Even within conservative universities, some
departments remain open to progressive ideas and egalitarian norms.

Nevertheless, the formal university system in Iran rarely facilitates critical
reflection on gender norms. The structure of academic interactions—classroom
dynamics, faculty engagement, bureaucratic processes, and particularly disciplinary
regulations—consciously or unconsciously promotes emphasized femininity, as
theorized by Connell. In conservative cultural settings, compliant femininity is
praised. In more tolerant environments, hybrid femininity is encouraged. However,
the broader academic and cultural system, aligned with official state ideology,
systematically excludes and marginalizes resistant femininity.

ACKNOWLEGEMENT

This article was completed as part of the first author's academic responsibilities as a
faculty member at the Institute of Cultural and Social Studies, affiliated with the
Ministry of Science, Research, and Technology.

CONEFLICT OF INTEREST

No conflict of interest has been declared by the authors.



documentation. Additionally, an expert in gender studies reviewed and evaluated
the coding and extracted themes as part of the validation process.

FINDINGS

Participants, especially those from universities outside central cities, reported that,
aside from a few encouraging professors, the overall academic environment
overlooked female students’ capabilities. According to the students, professors were
more likely to support male students in class discussions, involve them in research
projects, appoint them as teaching assistants, and establish informal rapport outside
the classroom. Some faculty members—particularly in engineering departments—
openly discouraged female students, questioning their presence in technical fields
and warning of limited job prospects, as though women were to blame for their own
marginalization in the labor market.

In conservative universities, out-of-class interactions with professors posed
further challenges, with reports of power abuse in faculty-student relationships.
Beyond these explicit gender inequalities, there were also subtler pressures
concerning women's life priorities, implying that education and professional
development were not their rightful goals.

Students criticized the inefficiency of the educational system, cultural
stagnation, and the imposition of ideological norms. Especially in conservative
universities, they lamented the saturation of religious-cultural programming,
censorship of student initiatives, strict enforcement of dress codes, and surveillance
of cross-gender interactions by campus security.

Interviews with student activists revealed that although gendered stereotypes
regarding women’s organizational roles have somewhat diminished in recent years,
subordinate positions for women persist within student associations. Gender
discrimination is especially pronounced in religious-political organizations aligned
with state ideologies, which hold dominant positions in conservative universities.

The state’s cultural policy promotes gender segregation, undermining the
university’s potential to offer safe gender interactions—particularly in conservative
settings—placing added pressure on female students to conform to official norms,
which leads to dissatisfaction and disillusionment. Attending conservative
universities socializes students in a paradoxical manner: on the one hand, it fosters
independence, future planning, increased social interaction, and self-confidence; on
the other, it normalizes male superiority and female subordination.

In these settings, women’s physical appearance and sexual capital are valorized,
even as they are expected to refrain from displaying sexual agency. Ideal feminine
traits include modesty, flexibility, and a willingness to remain in the background,
alongside academic achievement and adherence to social propriety. Ultimately,
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INTRODUCTION

Like any other social institution, the university operates based on relations of
authority, social norms, and defined roles, and it reproduces broader gender
relations present in society. At the same time, the university can provide space for
critical rethinking of learned values and attitudes, although not all universities are
equally successful in enabling such critical engagement. In recent decades, the
massification of higher education in Iran has enabled young women from lower
social classes and with limited cultural capital to enter the university, a process that
has influenced their lives and subjectivities. University life in Iran often marks the
beginning of serious cross-gender interactions, occurring just before entry into
professional and familial roles.

Several qualitative studies have examined femininity among female students.
Mohammadi (2023) found that although participants reproduced emotional and
behavioral traits associated with conventional femininity, they expressed feelings of
injustice and discrimination in their everyday social lives. Fakouhi (2020) observed
that students, both consciously and unconsciously, reproduce patriarchal structures,
reinforcing traditional gender roles throughout university life. Yaghoubi and
Moghaddas Yazdi (2016), through thematic analysis of 30 interviews with female
students in Gilan, identified three types of femininity—compliant, hybrid, and
resistant—reflecting Connell’s theory of emphasized, hybrid, and resistant
femininities. Hamzavi Abedi, Bagherian, and Mazaheri (2015), in a study on the
perceptions of young Iranian women regarding feminine norms, conducted
interviews with 45 students from three different ethnic groups. Rahbari and
Mahmoudabadi (2017) found that class, ethnicity, religion, and gender
simultaneously shape definitions of femininity. Their study distinguished between
traditional femininity—characterized by chastity, modesty, familial care, and
maternal roles—and modern/resistant femininity, which emphasizes independence,
empowerment, and social presence.

This research primarily investigates the institutional gender relations within
universities and aims to reveal the mechanisms underlying these dynamics. The
central question is: what forms of gender relations are reproduced in the studied
universities, and which forms of femininity are validated or discouraged by the
academic environment?

METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a qualitative methodological approach. The main tools for data
collection were in-depth semi-structured interviews and, in some cases, focused
group discussions. Data were gathered between 2016 and 2021 from 43 female
students across nine universities, selected to maximize diversity in institutional
ranking and urban context. Thematic analysis was employed for data interpretation.
To ensure validity, the researchers used rich description and meticulous interview



Vol. 2, Issue 3, Pp 5-43, Spring 2024

Journal of University Studies

Homepage: http://www.jous.ir

Original Research Paper

Understanding normative femininity in Iranian universities: A case study of

female students

Khadijeh Keshavarz', Fatemeh Moosavi Viae®

! Assistant Professor of Sociology, Department of Women's Studies, Institute for Cultural and Social Studies,

Tehran, Iran

2 PhD in Sociology, University of Kashan, Iran

ARTICLE INFO

ABSTRACT

Received: Dec. 26, 2023
Revised: Feb. 19, 2024
Accepted: Mar. 10, 2024

KEYWORDS
Female students,
Iranian universities
forms of femininity
gender relations
qualitative approach

* Corresponding Author
DA keshavarz@iscs.ac.ir

@ +98 9190902133

How to Cite this article:

Keshavarz, Kh., & Moosavi Viae, F.
(2024). Understanding normative
femininity in Iranian universities: A
case study of female students. Journal
of University Studies, 2(3), 5-43.

doi: 10.22035/jous.2024.5490.1100
URL:https://www.jous.ir/article_530.html

Copyright:

[OMOom

© The authors retain the copyright
and full publishing rights. This is
an open access article under the CC
BY 4.0 license.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

One of the most influential arenas in shaping and transforming gender
relations is the university. Like any other social institution, the university
is grounded in relations of authority, social norms, and defined roles, and
it reproduces the gender relations of the wider society. At the same time, it
provides space for its members to critically reconsider learned values and
attitudes. The central question of this study is: which forms of gender
relations are reproduced in Iranian universities, and which types of
femininity are reinforced by the university context. This research focuses
on female university students’ understanding of both explicit and implicit
gender relations within Iranian universities. It examines various aspects of
student life, including classroom experiences and interactions with
professors, engagement with university bureaucracy, participation in
student associations, and interactions with male students. Employing a
qualitative approach, data were collected through semi-structured
interviews and focused group discussions with 43 female students across
nine universities in Iran and were analyzed using thematic analysis. The
research identifies two ideal types of universities: those with egalitarian
norms—mostly public universities in Tehran characterized by intellectual
traditions and vibrant student associations—and those with conservative
norms, primarily located in peripheral or less central regions of the
country. The formal university structure in Iran offers limited space for
critical reflection on gender norms. Instead, both formal and informal
relations in the classroom, professor-student interactions, and
engagement with university bureaucracy—particularly the disciplinary
system—consciously or unconsciously reinforce what R-W. Connell terms
"emphasized femininity." In universities and faculties with conservative
cultural orientations, this compliant femininity is highly esteemed. In
contrast, in universities with more tolerant norms, hybrid femininity is
encouraged. However, the overall academic system in Iran, aligned with
the official cultural policy, is structured in a way that marginalizes resistant
femininity.
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