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The subject of this research is the understanding of students’ attitudes towards gender
relations. Connell's theories of “gender order” and Bourdieu's “male dominance” have
provided the conceptual framework for this study. Research data were collected using a
qualitative approach and through semi-structured interviews with 32 female and male
students of three universities in the Iranian capital i.e., University of Tehran, Amirkabir
University of Technology and Alzahra University. The data were analyzed thematically
that finally revealed three main themes and eleven sub-themes and showed that the
students had three distinct approaches to gender relations: One group considered gender
discrimination to be of little importance. They justified gender inequality based on natural
differences, colluded with patriarchal values, and were somehow satisfied with lesser
responsibility on the part of women in some fields. The second group constituted a large
part of the participants, and was sensitive to gender discrimination. Within this group,
most of female students had either experienced discrimination in their family life since
childhood, or faced gender discrimination in the university and the labor market. Most of
the male students in this group were aware of their gender-based privileges. The third
group constituted a minority that was active in promoting legal gender equality within
university associations or promoting student publications, etc. However, even among
these activists, there was obvious frustration towards changing the laws. In some cases,
this encouraged them to emigrate. Most of participants believed that universities play a
positive role in their intellectual transformations, particularly in the field of gender
relations. That said that the university usually provides a platform for interaction among

students which can help bring changes to values and attitudes.
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INTRODUCTION

Sociological understanding of gender and gender relations emphasize the fact that
gender is not an individual behavior rather a product of social and interpersonal
relationships that form and change within a society. The transformations of the
ways gender relations function can be observed in both macro-collective and micro-
personal relationships of society members. Additionally, understanding shifts in
attitudes and beliefs about gender is linked to how societies are organized, including
their institutional and structural changes. "By looking at history, sociologists have
found compelling illustrations of the way in which that world changes ... One of the
most disorientating changes appears to be in what it means to be feminine or
masculine and in how women and men act" (Holmes, 1387, 143). Sociologists view
gender patterns as large processes working within all societies and pay attention to
how these patterns have brought about our current reality (Ibid, 170). In the
contemporary era, universities have become a significant factor for the formation
and transformation of gender relations. After the revolution in Iran, there was
overwhelming presence of women in universities as they tried to achieve higher
levels of education. This undoubtedly contributed to the expansion of gender
relations transformations as well as changes in attitudes and approaches towards
gender in younger generations. Research shows that in modern times, the gender
relations governing people's everyday lives have changed not only internationally,
but also nationally. The increased options available to men and women for adopting
and rethinking gender roles and the possibility of delaying processes that were
previously considered natural and unavoidable bring about different scenarios in
people's lives. The sociological analysis of gender relations can be summarized in
themes such as "gender socialization", "learning and fulfilling gender expectations",
"experiencing the first social encounters with the opposite sex", "romantic love",
"gender relation patterns before and after marriage’, " Staying unmarried ",
"marriage and power structure in the family", "accepting or resisting emerging
forms of gender”, and "predicting the future of gender relations”. A range of
attitudes and mindsets towards these themes can be observed among university
students.

METHODOLOGY

A qualitative approach guides the methodology of this study. We conducted 32
semi-structured interviews with male and female students from three universities in
Tehran, including Tehran University, Amirkabir University of Technology, and
Alzahra University. The sampling was gathered purposefully, using techniques
maximizing participant diversity. All interviews were conducted during May, June
and July 2020. We employed the thematic analysis method to analyze the data.

The research questions are as follows:

1. What do students think about inter-gender relations?



2. How do students react to established inter-gender relations?

3. Has the university been able to influence people's change of attitude regarding
inter-gender relations and relationships?

FINDINGS

Through the analysis of participant interviews, the resulting data were organized
into major themes centered on perceptions and reactions toward gender relations.
Each of these themes was further broken down into sub-themes as shown in the
following table.

Table 1. Summary of major and minor themes resulting from interviews with participants in the study

Main Theme Sub-Theme Initial Codes

tifyi ds Emphasizi tural  diff , abiding b d 1
Disregarding the A]LIS 1fy1vggen er mphasizing natural differences, abiding by gender  role
. inequality expectations, ignoring the significance of discriminatory laws.
significance of
gender Appealing to emotional relationships in the private and
discrimination Colluding with patriarchy ~ personal sphere, satisfied with women having fewer

responsibilities.

Sensitive to
gender
discrimination

Lived experience of
discrimination

Difference in opportunities as compared boys and girls in the
family, gender stereotypes perpetuating disempowerment

Noticing discrimination in
the public sphere

Commodification of women, limited access to work
opportunities, mandatory hijab, morality police, sexual
harassment in public space.

Aware of male privileges

Male hegemony in the legal system, the pressure of gender
stereotypes, the pressure of the bread-winner role.

Taking action to
create change

Being the actor of their
own life

Trying to prove one following the personal development
project.

Making efforts to create
change in gender relations

Taking action to raise awareness about gender, appealing to
dynamic figh and religious intellectualism, using legal
solutions such as conditions in the marriage contract.

Frustration toward the
possibility of change in
discriminatory laws

Disappointment in structural reform of the law system, feeling
exposed and vulnerable against the law, deciding to emigrate.
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CONCLUSION

According to Pierre Bourdieu's theory, students who ignore or justify gender
discrimination have accepted and internalized gender discrimination as a
naturalized concept, trying to deny the existence of inequality between men and
women. Among these students are those who in Raewyn Connell's terms, have
colluded with patriarchy, and in spite of sometimes criticizing women's situation in
society, still accept gender-based division of roles, labor, and some spaces. Some of
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these students, according to Connell, benefit from the shared profit of patriarchy as
a result of conspiring with it and help continue the relations that disempowered
women. Among the participants were girls who, despite being egalitarian regarding
some issues, followed the stereotype that men are the main breadwinners of the
family. The attraction of this hegemonic masculinity for this group of participants
can eventually lead to the reconstruction of male dominance in the relationship
between men and women. Some female participants ignore how giving the
breadwinner role to the men of the family helps the continuation of male
dominance. Considering gender role patterns to be effective in the gendered
socialization of children and value transference helps us better understand the
ambiguous attitudes of the participants who endorse gendered division of labor;
specifically, the perceived significance of men as breadwinners and women as
home-keepers.

Most male and female participants agree that laws around women's affairs are
unequal and discriminatory. A minority of the men and women participating in the
study want to promote equal rights, and they do so by engaging with their
universities' communities and actively participating in class discussions. However,
frustration concerning change in the law system is evident even among these
action-takers. A group of participants recognize themselves as women's rights
activists. Some of these activists view laws in the framework of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights as well as international conventions and believe in the
necessity of a human rights basis for laws, while others see the solution in
egalitarian readings of Islamic laws and believe that a modern reading can open new
ways for the change of laws. What is notable in the study of participant accounts is
the personal and individual activism of most of them and the absence of collective
activism (at the time of the interview). Some participants follow solutions in their
individual lives to mitigate the effect of these laws on their lives, but efforts to take
collective action are absent among most of the participants.

The social relationship between men and women has inclined toward some
levels of equality as shown by some participants. This inclination is more evident in
the female participants of the study, although some of them are still accepting of the
gender-based division of labor. Our research results align with Azad Armaki and
Ghafari's findings (2002) that characterize the younger generation with lower levels
of social closure in terms of a gender gap. The results of our research in Tehran
universities indicate that while an egalitarian view can be seen among both religious
and nonreligious women, some of the male participants' views align perfectly with
official readings of gender relations. Students exhibit cosmopolitanism in their
attitudes as they share universal values of gender equality and tolerance toward
different lifestyles; this attitude is in contradiction with the dominant value system
that perpetuates gender inequality, segregation of spaces, and separate role
expectations for men and women.



Most of the participants note the positive role that universities have played in
their mental and attitudinal transformations, especially in the field of inter-gender
relations. Most of the students who are active in student communities often talk
about the positive impact of communal activity on their own growth and change.
Based on research findings, we can acknowledge that in the universities of Tehran,
where intellectual traditions and communal life are still alive despite all their ups
and downs, people encounter tolerant norms and values. Our findings show that in
Iran, the university does not show much agency for fulfilling the duty of rearing
citizens who possess rights and duties, but it provides a space for students where
they can have interpersonal and communal actions and interactions which prepare
them for accepting the other and living together with equality.

NOVELTY

This study is innovative in both in terms of the topic and qualitative approach
applied to it. Also, the research with sample population from Tehran University,
Amirkabir University of Technology, and Alzahra University has led to a rich and
diverse range of findings. Understanding the attitudes and mindsets of students
toward inter-gender relations is important for a number of reasons. Firstly, it makes
clear the impact of the younger generation's socialization and the values imparted to
it. Secondly, students' accounts provide insight into conceptual models that shape
people’s understanding of gender issues, allowing possible future challenges and
issues of gender to be observed and predicted.
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