Women's Studies, Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies (IHCS)
Quarterly Journal, Vol. 15, No. 2, Summer 2024, 69-104
https://www.doi.org/10.30465/ws.2024.48650.4103

Furtive lifeworld;
A Case Study of Female Students from Yazd

Yegane Showghosho’ara’, Jabbar Rahmani

Sara Faridzade

Abstract

Universities play a crucial role in shaping the social identities of students by providing a
cultural space for identity formation. This process varies based on the students' original
culture and their experiences within the university setting. This study focuses on
exploring the identity experiences of female students from Yazd at the university. It
aims to understand how these students, with their specific backgrounds and upbringing,
perceive and construct their identities within the university environment as a new
cultural space. By using a grounded theory approach, the research analyzes the identity
experiences of female students from Yazd who attended universities in Tehran and
Yazd. The study also examines how school, peer groups, family, and the Yazd
community influence the identities of these students. The main concept identified is the
idea of identity bifurcation. The findings reveal that Yazdi girls construct their identity
in two distinct spaces: the internal (private) and the external (public). Their agency is
primarily expressed in the internal space, where, while adhering to the collective norms
of Yazdi culture and family, they engage in unique and unconventional experiences in

their private world.
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Introduction

Social identity distinguishes individuals while connecting them to society. It is shaped
through social interactions and is essential for sociological research (Jenkins, 2015: 6).
Identities are not fixed; they evolve based on various environmental factors (ibid: 7-9).
Giddens refers to this evolving process as the "politics of life," highlighting the
reflective choices individuals make regarding their identity. In modern society,
opportunities for personal creativity are plentiful, making identity formation a dynamic
process (Schéfers, 2021: 125-166).

Universities, as cultural spaces, play a significant role in shaping students' identities.
This formation varies based on students' backgrounds and university experiences,
making it impossible to define a universal pattern for social identity construction in
academic settings. For instance, a Yazdi girl may find Yazd University's environment
more familiar than Tehran University. This research focuses on the identity construction
of Yazdi female students, considering the university a modern space for identity
formation.

The study aims to answer the question: How do female students from Yazd choose
their life politics and exercise their agency in constructing their identities? The research
does not seek hidden identities but explores how these students actively build their
identities in the university setting.

Materials and Methods

The research employs Grounded Theory, a qualitative method designed to develop a
theory around the studied phenomenon. This method was chosen because no prior
hypotheses existed about the identity of female Yazdi students. Grounded Theory
systematically builds theories based on real data, setting aside preconceptions to create
new theories from the empirical analysis (Flick, 2022: 19).

Participants were selected based on relevance to the topic rather than statistical
representation. Data was analyzed continuously, guiding further sampling. Grounded
Theory's ongoing data collection and field observation allowed the researcher to spend
extensive time in the field (ibid: 64-65).

Eighteen semi-structured interviews were conducted, with participants ranging in

age from 19 to 35 years. Most were unmarried and studied at public universities, though
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some attended private or Azad universities. The students came from various academic

fields such as humanities, natural sciences, and the arts.

Discussion and Results

The study focuses on Yazdi female students attending universities in Yazd and Tehran,
comparing their identity formation processes. The primary concept that emerged is
identity bifurcation, where Yazdi girls live in two identity spaces: personal/private and
collective/public. The private space allows them to build their identities away from
societal judgment, while the public space adheres to the cultural norms of their
community.

For those studying in Yazd, their identity is heavily influenced by the familiar
environment. Their private space is limited, with only a few people having access to it,
while their public persona is shaped by Yazdi cultural standards.

In Tehran, Yazdi girls experience a larger private space, with more people allowed
in. However, when they return to Yazd, they conceal this identity to conform to local
norms. In both settings, the students maintain a dual identity, carefully balancing public
and private aspects of their lives to minimize social repercussions.

Conclusion

The research demonstrates that the identity construction of Yazdi girls is shaped by their
environment, with a strong influence from Yazdi culture and norms. Their identity
formation, particularly their agency, is primarily expressed in private spaces, where they
navigate life politics with more freedom than in public.

Contrary to expectations, moving to Tehran does not lead to radical transformations
in these girls' identities. They continue to adhere to the norms of Yazdi culture, despite
the opportunities for change presented by the more liberal environment of Tehran.
Conservatism is a key feature of their identity formation, as they prioritize gradual,
internal change over significant external shifts.

The concept of furtive lifeworld emerged as a critical element, describing how Yazdi
girls create private worlds to exercise their agency without disrupting public norms.
These hidden spaces allow them to live dual lives, participating in public life while
maintaining personal autonomy.

In conclusion, Yazdi girls construct their identities in a way that balances both

public conformity and private individuality. Whether in Tehran or Yazd, they live
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according to similar patterns, with their identity bifurcation enabling them to navigate

between the public and private spheres without confronting their cultural heritage.
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