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ABSTRACT

This study examines the lived experiences of vegetarians in the city of Yazd. Yazd, as a
traditional city with an emphasis on family cohesion and meat-centered dietary patterns, is a
context in which vegetarianism functions beyond a nutritional choice and becomes a social
identity accompanied by cultural-familial tensions and negotiations. Given the limitations of
qualitative studies on vegetarianism in Iran and traditional cities, this research was conducted
with the aim of understanding the challenges, identity processes, and social consequences of
vegetarianism. With a qualitative approach and thematic analysis method, purposive sampling
was conducted and 21 vegetarians over 18 years of age with at least three months of sustained
adherence were selected. The data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews
with informed consent and then analyzed using thematic analysis. The findings are
summarized in five main themes: 1) Representation of the vegetarian body as an insufficient
body (protein deficiency, severe thinness, reduced fertility); 2) Multilayered nature of lived
experience (family pressure, social mockery, practical limitations, and occasional acceptance
by educated groups); 3) Imposition of identity through negative labeling (“grass-eater,”
“affected”) and psychological pressure; 4) Becoming vegetarian (transition from ethical doubt
to identity stabilization and relationship improvement); 5) Lifestyle management strategies
(stability of beliefs, situational flexibility, awareness-raising, plant-based cooking skills, and
concealment). Finally, vegetarianism in Yazd is a dynamic and in-between experience that
faces cultural resistance but simultaneously provides an opportunity for personal growth,
ethical-environmental commitment, and relationship reconstruction. Participants consider it a
philosophical and identity-based choice. The findings emphasize the necessity of raising
public awareness, creating plant-based lifestyle infrastructures, and conducting comparative
studies in Iranian cities.
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INTRODUCTION

Humans are unique in their voluntary adoption of dietary restrictions such as
vegetarianism despite having access to meat. Vegetarianism encompasses a spectrum
of practices, ranging from flexitarians and pescatarians to strict vegans and raw-food
vegans. This study focuses on voluntary (selective) vegetarians rather than those
compelled by economic necessity. In Iran, particularly in conservative cities like
Yazd with deep-rooted traditions of family cohesion, hospitality, and meat-centered
cuisine, adopting vegetarianism represents a notable deviation from dominant
cultural norms. Such a choice intersects with social identity, potentially leading to
labeling, stigma, and negotiation in daily interactions. Despite growing global interest
in plant-based diets for ethical, environmental, and health reasons, empirical
qualitative research on the social experiences of Iranian vegetarians remains limited.
This gap is especially pronounced in culturally conservative contexts like Yazd (Ali-
Nezhad & Morshedi, 1400). The present study addresses this by examining how
vegetarians navigate social relationships in such a setting.

PURPOSE

The main purpose of this research is to explore the lived social experiences,
challenges, and strategies of vegetarians in Yazd. Specifically, it seeks to understand
how the traditional cultural fabric of the city influences the formation, maintenance,
and social consequences of a vegetarian identity, including interactions within
family, extended social networks, and public spaces.

METHODOLOGY

This study adopted a qualitative approach using thematic analysis. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews with 21 vegetarians living in Yazd, aged
18 and above, with at least three months of adherence to the diet. Interviews lasted
approximately 35 minutes on average and were conducted via video call, phone, or
in person. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was reached after 18
interviews, with three additional interviews for confirmation. Thematic analysis
involved initial coding, grouping into sub-themes, and organizing into main themes.
Participant demographics reflected diversity in gender, marital status, age, and
duration of vegetarianism.

FINDINGS

The analysis yielded five main themes: (1) Representation of the vegetarian body as
an insufficient body, (2) Multilayered nature of lived experience, (3) Imposition of
identity through negative labeling and psychological pressure, (4) Becoming
vegetarian, and (5) Lifestyle management strategies.

Representation of the vegetarian body as an insufficient body revealed family
concerns about potential health deficiencies—particularly protein deficiency, severe



thinness, and reduced fertility. The vegetarian body was widely perceived as
problematic, weak, or incomplete, especially in relation to physical strength, weight
loss, and reproductive health (notably pregnancy). Family members often expressed
anxiety that a plant-based diet could compromise vitality or fertility, framing the
vegetarian body as a site of risk rather than resilience.

Multilayered nature of lived experience highlighted markedly different reactions
across social contexts. Within the family, participants encountered strong pressure,
emotional resistance, or indifference. In the broader meat-centric society of Yazd,
responses ranged from curiosity and mild mockery to outright exclusion and practical
limitations. These dynamics were especially pronounced in restaurants and religious
gatherings, where plant-based options were scarce or absent. At the same time,
occasional acceptance was reported among more educated social groups, reinforcing
the multilayered character of the experience.

Imposition of identity through negative labeling and psychological pressure
captured the process of social labeling. While some positive attributions (such as
“strong-willed” or “principled”) appeared, derogatory labels such as “grass-eater,”
“affected,” “plant killer,” or “crazy” were more common. These labels generated
ongoing psychological pressure to justify and defend dietary choices, turning
everyday interactions into sites of identity negotiation.

Becoming vegetarian described a dynamic, non-linear process that often began
with ethical doubts and internal conflicts and gradually moved toward identity
stabilization and greater self-acceptance. Over time, many participants reported
improvement in their relationships and exerted a positive influence on family
members and friends, sometimes encouraging partial or full dietary shifts.

Finally, Lifestyle management strategies encompassed a repertoire of coping
practices that enabled participants to sustain their vegetarianism amid social and
practical challenges. These included stability of beliefs and persistence in the face of
opposition, situational flexibility, awareness-raising and educating others about
nutritional adequacy, development of creative plant-based cooking skills adapted to
local ingredients, and selective concealment or disclosure of vegetarian identity.

CONCLUSION

Vegetarianism in Yazd transcends individual dietary choice and becomes a complex
social process embedded in cultural norms of hospitality, family unity, and meat-
centered traditions. While it generates challenges such as stigma, limited food access,
and identity negotiation, it also enables personal growth, ethical development, and
gradual social influence. The study confirms that in collectivist, traditional settings,
social barriers are more prominent than in Western contexts. Results align with
previous research showing vegetarianism as both a source of empowerment and
social friction.
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Beyond these individual and interpersonal dynamics, the findings underscore the
need for greater cultural sensitivity in public health and nutritional discourse within
Iranian society. Supporting plant-based diets in traditional contexts requires not only
improved access to suitable food options in restaurants and communal gatherings, but
also educational efforts that address family concerns about health and bodily
adequacy. By illuminating the multi-layered experiences of vegetarians in Yazd, this
study contributes to a more nuanced understanding of dietary change in non-Western,
collectivist environments and opens pathways for future research on identity,
embodiment, and social adaptation in similar cultural settings.

NOVELTY

This research offers original insights by examining vegetarian lived experiences within
the specific conservative cultural context of Yazd, an understudied setting in Iranian
scholarship. It integrates Social Identity Theory, Labeling Theory, and Social Cognitive
Theory to provide a multi-dimensional understanding of how cultural norms shape
dietary identities. The study highlights the tension between traditional hospitality and
modern ethical lifestyles, revealing both constraints and transformative potentials. Its
findings contribute to localizing global vegetarianism literature and can inform social
awareness programs, culinary adaptations, and support for minority lifestyles in
traditional societies. Limitations include the focus on one city and self-selected
participants; future quantitative or comparative studies across Iranian cities would be
valuable. Scientifically, it enriches qualitative sociology of food and identity; socially,
it promotes dialogue on cultural diversity and tolerance in dietary practices.
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