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Abstract

The 2022 protests made Iranian universities major sites of social
unrest. Existing research has often framed university protests through
social movement theories or as extensions of street unrest. This article
examines student protests at Allameh Tabataba’i University. It draws
on 29 semi-structured student interviews analyzed using Strauss and
Corbin’s systematic grounded theory. Findings indicate that protests
followed a logic not fully explained as episodic, organized action
oriented toward clearly defined demands. Instead, protest became
intertwined with everyday life, bodily experience, institutional
relations, and possibilities for expression and action. Based on this
finding, the study develops “Biocontention” as its core category.
Biocontention refers to a situation in which conflict over ways of
living, everyday interactions, bodily experience, and expression takes
shape within everyday university life. The paradigm model provides a
framework for understanding student protest as conflict with the
existing order over ways of living.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The social unrest of 2022 (1401) transformed Iranian universities into
important sites of collective action and social conflict. It coincided
with universities” reopening after COVID-19 and developments
following Mahsa Amini’s death and the emergence of the “Woman,
Life, Freedom” movement. University spaces became sites for
expressing dissatisfaction, confronting institutional order, and diverse
forms of action. Although previous studies have examined student
movements and the 2022 unrest, less attention has been paid to lived
experiences and how unrest became embedded in everyday university
life and institutional relations. The study examines the dimensions of
unrest in university space and how students experienced and
interpreted it.

Research Question

The main research question is: How did the social unrest of 2022
emerge, become experienced, and become organized through
interaction with institutional structures in university space? It
examines conditions of emergence, students’ actions and interactions
with university structures, and consequences for university life.

Literature Review

Research on student action has largely emphasized organization,
collective demands, mobilization, and collective action; other studies
interpret university actions as extensions of broader social
developments. These approaches provide less insight into everyday
conflict, diverse forms of action, and interaction between student
agency and institutional regulation. This study therefore approaches
unrest through lived experiences, as a process intertwined with
everyday life and institutional relations.

Methodology

This qualitative study employed Strauss and Corbin’s systematic
grounded theory, using 29 semi-structured interviews with students
from different fields and open, axial, and selective coding. Concepts
and categories were developed from interview data to construct a
model explaining the emergence, experience, and consequences of
unrest. Allameh Tabataba’i University was selected for the continuity
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and intensity of events and the possibility of examining experiences
through winter 2022—-2023.

Results

Findings were organized into thirteen interconnected categories:
erosion of the normative institutional order, activation of moral-
emotional sensitivities, accumulation of conflictual experiences,
disruption in social continuity, institutional affordances for student
action, generational value-normative changes, transformations in
mental horizons, plurality and structural divisions within the student
body, institutional control-regulatory dynamics, representations and
circulation of meanings in media and virtual spaces, internal student
dynamics, perceptual-emotional erosion of agency, and external
interventions and shocks.

The core concept is “biocontention,” referring to a situation in
which conflict over ways of living, everyday interactions, bodily
experience, and expression takes shape within everyday university
life. Four interrelated axes constitute this experience: “saying what
had previously remained unsaid,” “making the divide visible,” “testing
the possibility of being,” and “redefining the university.” These are
interconnected dimensions rather than successive stages.

Students used diverse strategies, including gatherings, sit-ins,
slogans, statements, symbolic appropriation of space, performances,
collective absence from classes, everyday resistance, risk
management, horizontal organization, dialogue and bargaining with
university officials, and legal and institutional responses. These
strategies involved maintaining presence, managing risks, and
preserving or redefining action within the university. Consequences
appeared at lived-mental, relational-collective, and institutional-
university levels.

b

Discussion

The findings indicate that the 2022 university unrest cannot be fully
captured as an organized, goal-oriented movement based on clearly
defined demands. Boundaries between overt action and everyday
resistance, individual and collective action, and everyday and political
life were continuously blurred. Biocontention connects forms of
action, lived experiences, and institutional relations within a common
field of conflict. This perspective also highlights how students’ actions
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were shaped by changing institutional responses, shifting relations,
and tensions between individual experience, collective participation,
and university regulation throughout the period examined. The
university became an arena where conflict was experienced and
negotiated through encounters with institutional order. It was
redefined as a space where relations among students, institutional
rules, power, bodily experience, and ways of living were renegotiated
in everyday interactions.

Conclusion

By developing biocontention, this study offers a framework for
understanding 2022 unrest through everyday life, student action, and
institutional relations. Unrest emerged through broader social
conditions, accumulated experiences, institutional possibilities for
action, changing mental horizons, media representations, and
institutional regulation. Its consequences reshaped students’ university
experiences, collective relations, future horizons, and relationship with
institutional order. This framework enables examination beyond
organizational or event-centered approaches, placing lived
experiences and transformations in university relations at the center of
analysis.
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