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ABSTRACT

This qualitative study, employing a descriptive phenomenological approach, explores the
lived experiences of rural women in their engagement with the Instagram platform. The
primary objective is to understand the mechanisms through which these women construct,
represent, and redefine their social identities at the intersection of digital agency and local
structural constraints. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 15 women
from the village of Khurchan, all of whom maintained active and public Instagram accounts,
and were analyzed using Colaizzi's seven-step phenomenological method. The findings
revealed an overarching theme of "multi-layered existence between local traditions and digital
life," organized into seven main categories: digital lifeworld as an arena of agency and self-
fulfillment; emotional and psychological tensions within a comparative space; boundary-
setting, privacy, and digital ethics; networking, activism, and social bonding; the tension
between individual agency and technological determinism; parental and gender role tensions
in the digital age; and Instagram as a realm of escape and comfort. The results indicate that
rural women of Khurchan, navigating the interplay between place-bound traditional structures
and globalized digital logic, are crafting a paradoxical "multi-layered existence." Through
practical wisdom and digital agency, and via complex processes of identity reflexivity,
impression management, and livelihood strategizing, they are not only redefining their identity
projects but also negotiating and reconstructing the rules of engagement within this emerging
arena. The study underscores the necessity of understanding these complexities for any
context-sensitive and inclusive policymaking aimed at bridging the digital divide and
empowering rural women.
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INTRODUCTION

This study investigates how rural women construct and redefine their social identity
on Instagram, with a case study of the village of Khurchan. Over the past two decades,
image-centric social networks have created a dual space for Iranian women: on one
hand, enabling digital agency and escaping traditional stereotypes, and on the other,
generating tensions arising from social surveillance and harmful comparisons.
Despite extensive research on urban women, the lived experience of rural women has
been less explored. The village of Khurchan in eastern Isfahan, with its traditional
structure, dense kinship ties, and local scrutiny, provides a distinct context for
encountering Instagram's individualistic logic. The central question is what strategies
rural women employ to manage the tension between digital openness and local norms
and to redefine their identity, and what emotional and social consequences this
process entails for them.

PURPOSE

the present study seeks to address the fundamental question of what complex
strategies rural women in Khurchan employ to construct, display, and redefine their
social identity on Instagram, and how this process shapes their lived experience at
the intersection of digital agency and local structural constraints.

METHODOLOGY

This qualitative study employed a descriptive phenomenological approach (Colaizzi,
1978) to explore the lived experiences of women in the rural community of Khurchan
regarding their presence on Instagram. Fifteen participants were selected through
purposive sampling with maximum variation and continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Data were collected via semi-structured interviews lasting
between 60 and 120 minutes and were analyzed using Colaizzi's seven-step method.
The principle of epoche was rigorously observed throughout all phases of the
research process.

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of the Interviewees

Marital
Row | age artta Occupational Status Educational Level
Status
1 33 Married Homemaker Undergraduate Student in
Psychology
2 45 Married Homemaker Fifth Grade (Elementary)
. Salesperson of Cosmetic and , .
3 32 Single Hygienic Products Bachelor's Degree in Management
4 38 Divorced Hairdresser/Beautician Junior High School Diploma
(Cycle)
5 32 | Single Artificial Flower Maker High School Diploma
(Experimental Sciences)




Marital . .

Row | age Status Occupational Status Educational Level

6 34 Single Homemaker High S.C hool Dlplp ma
(Experimental Sciences)

7 36 Married Homemaker High S.C hool Dlplp ma
(Experimental Sciences)

39 Married Homemaker Bachelor's Degree in Economics

9 32 Married Homemaker Undergraduate Student in Law

10 34 Married Homemaker High Schgol Diploma
(Humanities)

11 44 Married Leather Worker Junior High School Diploma (Cycle)

12 25 Single Teleworker/Remote Worker Bachelor's Degree in Literature

13 26 Married Homemaker High Schgol Diploma
(Humanities)

14 3 Single Employed at a Marketing Bach;lf)r s Degree in Business

Company Administration
15 40 Married Homemaker Bachelor's Degree in Accounting

FINDINGS

The present study aimed to identify the strategies employed by women in the rural
community of Khurchan on Instagram for the formation, presentation, and
recognition of the self. The data analysis led to the identification of seven main
categories, which can be formulated under the overarching theme of "Multi-layered
Existence at the Intersection of Local Traditions and Digital Life."The findings
indicate that Instagram has become a digital lifeworld for the participants, enabling
agency and self-actualization. Through reflexive self-exploration, digital
entrepreneurship, the construction of hybrid identities, and the aesthetic
reconfiguration of lifestyle, these women transition from passivity to active agency.
However, this space simultaneously intensifies emotional and psychological
tensions; persistent social comparison with idealized lifestyles gives rise to relative
deprivation, the devaluation of everyday achievements, and the erosion of personal
agency. In response to virtual openness, the women exhibit cautious agency through
intelligent boundary-setting and privacy management. By curating their digital
impact, safeguarding the sacred boundaries of the body, protecting themselves
against symbolic threats such as the "evil eye," and exercising discretion in the market
of distrust, they preserve their dignity and values. Instagram also provides a platform
for networking and social bonding; through translocal collective activism, the gradual
acquisition of legitimacy within the family, and the creation of an economy of hope,
the women enhance their social capital.

Nevertheless, their presence in the digital sphere constitutes an arena of tension
between individual agency and technological determinism. While the women
exercise critical reflexivity to resist algorithmic steering, they remain constrained by
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infrastructural limitations (e.g., VPN dependency, unstable internet connectivity) and
local normative pressures. Tensions surrounding parenting and gender roles are also
prominent: the women oscillate between adopting modern child-rearing practices and
worrying about the negative impacts of virtual spaces on their children, as well as
between pursuing digital activities and meeting the expectations of husbands and sons
who prefer them to remain at home. Ultimately, Instagram evolves into a realm of
escape and solace—a sanctuary for retreat from monotony and loneliness, offering a
substitute for the existential voids of everyday life.

Table 2. Thematic Structure of the Study: Categories and Core Category

Core Category

Main Categories

Sub-categories

Multilayered Living at the
Intersection of Local
Traditions and Digital
Life: The Tension of
Agency, Identity
Re-reflection, and
Livelihood Strategizing in
the Performative Realm
of Instagram

Agency in the Digital
Lifeworld (Active
Agency and
Self-actualization)

Self-exploration and Reflective Self-actualization

Transformation of Lifestyle Patterns and
Flourishing of Socio-economic Agency

Construction of Hybrid and Fragmented
Identities

Applied Aesthetics and Lifestyle Recreation

Emotional and
Psychological Tensions
in the Comparative
Space (Erosion of the
Self)

The Anguish of Marginality and Feelings of
Deprivation

Inverted Display and Erosion of Worth

Self-Suspension and Temporal Captivation

Boundary-setting,
Privacy Protection, and
Ethics in the Digital
Space (Cautious
Self-management)

Boundary-setting Strategies and Safeguarding the
Performative Sphere

Emergence of Moral-Religious Boundaries and
Self-preservation

Protective Measures against Invisible Harms
(Evil Eye / Envy)

Cautious Representation in the Distrustful
Commercial Field

Networking, Agency,
and Social Bond-seeking
(Expansion of Ties and
Legitimation)

Emotional Bond-seeking and Collective Agency

The Process of Social Acceptance: From
Resistance to Gaining Legitimacy

Economy of Hope: Creating Livelihood and
Economic Networking

The Tension between
Individual Agency and
Technological
Determinism (Negotiation
and Reflexivity against
Structure)

Critical Reflexivity and Informed Selection

Struggle with Algorithmic Determinism and
Infrastructural Constraints

Tensions of Parental and
Gender Roles in the
Digital Age (Role
Conflict)

Structural Self-sacrifice and Self-forgetfulness

Physical and Normative Constraints on Agency

Instagram as a Realm of
Escape and Comfort
(Restorative and
Compensatory Function)

Psychological Sanctuary for Escaping Everyday
Routines

Filler of the Meaning-giving Void and Prevention
of Feelings of Emptiness




CONCLUSION

Findings indicate that women in the rural community of Khurchan leverage
Instagram to realize their digital agency through self-actualization, entrepreneurship,
and the construction of hybrid identities. Their lifeworld manifests the duality of
Giddensian structuration; local structures (gender norms, kinship surveillance) and
technological structures (algorithms, unstable infrastructures) operate simultaneously
as both constraining and enabling forces. Far from being passive, these women
employ strategies such as digital boundary-setting, privacy preservation, and
audience management—in line with Goffman's dramaturgical theory—and thereby
emerge as reflexive actors who not only reproduce but also gradually transform
existing structures. For them, Instagram serves both as an arena for self-fulfillment
and livelihood, and as a focal point of social comparison and psychological pressure.
Their experience diverges from that of urban women; the intimacy of rural social
relations subjects digital practices to immediate and direct scrutiny. Overall, their
digital lifeworld is multilayered, paradoxical, and structurally embedded, with their
agency being constituted through the everyday negotiation of social rules.

NOVELTY

This study provides a unique phenomenological insight into the Instagram identity
work of rural Iranian women, moving beyond urban-centric research. It introduces
the concept of a “paradoxical multi-layered lifeworld,” where women navigate the
tension between digital agency and the intensive social surveillance of rural kinship
structures.
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