Vol. 1, Issue 4, Pp 99-128, Summer 2023

Journal of University Studies

Homepage: http://www.jous.ir

Review Paper

Challenges and accomplishment of women in university: A narrative

review

Reihaneh Aslanzadeh*!

'PhD in Theoretical-Cultural Sociology, Department of Sociology, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Tehran,

Tehran, Iran

ARTICLE INFO

ABSTRACT

Received: Feb. 11, 2023
Revised: May. 10, 2023
Accepted: Jun. 4, 2023

KEYWORDS

women
higher education
university
commodification
culture
empowerment

* Corresponding Author
< aslanzadeh @ut.ac.ir
@ +98 09360674972

How to Cite this article:
Aslanzadeh, R. (2023). Challenges
and accomplishment of women in
university: A narrative review.
Journal of University Studies, 1(4),
99-128.

doi: 10.22035/jous.2024.5062.1043
URL:
https://www.jous.ir/article_474.html

Copyright:

(oM

© The authors retain the copyright
and full publishing rights. This is an
open access article under the CC BY
4.0 license.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Contrary to widely conceived notions, university as an institution
does not contribute much in fostering professionals and guaranteeing
vocational and financial successes. Such is a result of pathological
development in relation to higher education. This paper, using
narrative review method, looks into the contributions of women in
university, including developing the academia as well as opportunities
and problems they come across. Over the years, women’s academic
life has been investigated widely with many articles primarily focusing
on the causes of significant increase in number of girls’ enrolment in
universities and what are the motivating factors. Also, given the
unemployment of educated women, some articles addressed the
factors contributing to this issue. A significant number of papers have
also discussed the impact of higher education on empowering
women. With the increase in female graduates, several papers have
been published on gender inequality in academia. It seems that over
time investigating the role of women in university has been moved
from comparing facts and figures of women in various disciplines to a
deeper investigation into their academic life. However, addressing the
challenges of female students continue but in a subjective form.
Talking about women without any difference, social classes, ethnic
affiliations, age differences, social attitudes, and cultural preferences
are not present in these articles. Additionally, none of these papers
have addressed recent developments in transformation of university
as commodification. They looked into its cultural effects such as drop
in scientific level and cultural atmosphere of universities, increase in
plagiarism, getting degrees without any scientific motives (with
motives such as occupational promotion, social prestige, and
versatility in life), making academic career unstable, and low numbers
of faculty members.
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INTRODUCTION

Women’s presence in higher education, since the 1980s, has become an
academic concern. The initial articles largely reported about astounding
demographic changes in gender ratio in university. Academic presence of
women was a part of the global phenomena of women being visible in social
life. Public and communal activities of women considerably decreased during
at the end of the Iraqi imposed war. Feminine image of cities where most men
were engaged in the war changed and many women who were working in
medical, educational, philanthropic, communal, and even industrial settings
went back to their homes. During the 1980s, the notion that women’s force
that was considered to be determining factor in development and academia,
started dying out. Openness in political and cultural atmosphere in the late
1980s and the literature on women’s rights reinvigorated a passionate social
energy among women which reflected especially among those attempting to
enter the university. Some Iranian scholars thought of this as a problematic
and temporary while in fact it was a global phenomenon. The universalization
of higher education was a full-fledged all over the world and significantly
contributed to communal awareness and public coherence and resulted in
increased number of girls and inferior groups entering university and
changing gender ratio in university.

Over the past two decades, many articles have investigated woman’s
situation in university and their achievements and challenges, because
increase in their number did not guarantee gender equality. Women still
have less access to academic positions as well as scientific and managerial
circles and women’s presence in recent years has been controlled merely due
to monetization of higher education. Some theorists of higher education
maintain that universities, with their state budget being cut and with being
connected to the private sector for money, lost their cultural and social
concerns and gave up to patriarchal values. This article attempts to
investigate the evaluations of Iranian academics regarding the development
in the field of gender relations in university and finds out the perspectives of
gender equality in Iranian higher education institution as per articles
published in recent decades.

METHODOLOGY

This article uses the narrative review method which integrates past
researches in a new narrative context, explains them briefly, and identifies



possible gaps. The essential difference between narrative and systematic
review is that there is no need to omit bias or address all relative references
in the article. The author/researcher assesses structure, strength of
argument, and limitation of included studies and makes her/his own final
conclusion. As a matter of fact, narrative review is a focused summary of
current understanding about a subject with future research directions.

To answer the research questions, the words “women” and “higher
education” have been searched, in title, abstract, and main text of articles and
books indexed in Noor Specialized Journal Website, Magiran, Comprehensive
Portal of Humanities, ACECR Scientific Information Database, National
Library of Iran’s Database, and Google Scholar. 156 articles in Persian
language and two handbooks were found. In this phase, two criteria were
considered in the inclusion of articles in the process of narrative review: being
related and from a reliable journal. In the screening phase, 142 articles were
omitted. 15 articles with the abovementioned criteria were identified apart
from two handbooks. Thus, 18 articles were added to the found articles,
pushing the number of investigated articles to 34.

FINDINGS

Articles on higher education of women have been divided into four
categories with different problematic:

1) Increase in the number of women, compared to men, in higher
education. Many articles have seen the global trend of increased number of
female enrollment in higher education as a problematic at the national scale.
They have put aside what was the purpose of university (public education)
and attempted to figure out mindset of young women who have
conveniently used this public opportunity for the sake of class mobility,
fostering autonomy, and increasing social participation. Some, in
understanding their motives, repeated the old same gender stereotypes.
They warned policymakers of the consequences that this increase (in ration
of girls in university enrolment) would have in other social domains (such
as marriage, divorce, and employment) and therefore something has to be
done. These articles do not consider massification of universities as a factor
contributing to increase in women but instead blame women for their
irrational attitudes (considering the lack of employment opportunities) or
with a stereotypical attitude towards academic education (without any
empirical evidence) think that their fanciful motivation is to find a better
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husband. Girls initially have been reduced in these articles to facts and
figures and then attempts have been made to name some motives for these
“figures”. It should be noted that such enumeration has always been
considered as misogynistic and frown upon. This pseudo-scientific trend
did last for some time, until recent years that, with massive monetization of
higher education, most students would pay for their education. Much to our
surprise, concern regarding increased number of women suddenly died out.
Women then, as clients of higher education system, were welcomed and
there was no concern anymore.

2) Women and labor market. All of the studied articles failed to analyse
the reasons why there is a gender inequality in the labor market; they merely
addressed that what motivate women to enthusiastically pursue higher
education despite of disappointing prospect of the labor market.
Generalization is the characteristic of all of these articles. It has been
repeatedly reported that men unlike women, in current circumstances are
not eager to be in university, because they seek job and income. Generalized
statements that are without analysis about socio-economic status are
frequent; these are not in accordance with the irrefutable fact that Entrance
Exam institutions and private schools for boys are booming, are unaware of
the classification of higher education, and do not know who would choose a
job that does not require an academic training. Expulsion of these classes
and groups from university is not a sign of their personal intelligence or
proper functions of higher education; let alone to show the opposite, that is
we should consider insistence of girls on having higher education is illogical.
It seems that these authors are unaware of the analysis of the vulnerable
position of women in the informal labor market and private sector.
Ironically, monetization of education caused that men would go to
university more; in such a way that, after the wide monetization of higher
education, male students outnumbered female students.

3) Women and inequality in university environment, faculty hiring,
promotion and tensions. These articles addressed the difficulties of women
to be hired as faculty members and to reach to managerial positions, as well
as their difficulties in balancing between their career and family life.
Reducing inequality to a bureaucratic issue is the sum of merely addressing
academic women’s progress. In addition, hiring more women, promoting
them, or increasing the number of female mangers does not necessarily lead
to gender justice.



Articles related to criticism of inequality in university tend to leave social
trend that produces inequality without criticism; as if the issue of
discrimination is a patriarchal mindset of decision makers and is not rooted
in social structure. We should not overlook some articles’ achievement, but
most of the articles disregard the issues of academic women who are in a
lesser position (i.e., part-time lecturers). In addressing the tensions between
family life and career of women, personal strategies of women have been
stressed at. In fact, introducing the problem of balancing between household
work and academic responsibilities did not make necessary or prospective

any communal problem-solving.

4) University and meaningful women empowerment and identity. This
group of articles investigated the macro effects of higher education of
women on political and economic developments and their micro effects on
personal life of women. However, the application of the general concept of
women, university, and society reduced the analysis of these articles to a
subjective level. Not considering the social and historical changes in their
analysis and the application of vague concepts such as “tradition” is the
weakness of many articles. Automatic and optimistic movement portrayed
in these articles from individual activism to challenging traditional roles
vanishes in everyday life and crudity of social life consumption.

We could easily predict that students as “clients of higher education
institutions” are not inclined towards changing economic and cultural
structures that made for them possible to buy such a luxurious product.
Additionally, nor any communal bond among women or any connection
with academic culture has been considered necessary in going to the
eminent goals that these article mention.

CONCLUSION

Earlier papers on academic presence of women in the early 1990s were look
surprised at the increased number of girls entering university; many papers
either neutrally asked the question “what women want?” or felt pity for the
loss of an imaginary “gender balance” in universities. Very few articles
conducted thorough surveys on young female students’ motivations to go to
university and their academic activities; the rest of these articles repeated the
old gender stereotypes along the facts and figures, without any kind of
criticism. Contrary to what everybody may think, increased number of
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graduated women did not lead to significant growth in the rate of their
economic participation. Unemployment of academic women is the subject
of a considerable number of articles. Unemployment of women, as an issue
rooted in the structure of Iranian labor market, has caused attempts to
understand women’s motivation to go to university (despite the
disappointing prospect in finding jobs). By giving advice and by
encouraging entrepreneurship, some papers have attempted to alleviate the
issue to some extent.

Fortunately, in the last ten years, there has been a collection of articles
that attempted to gain deeper understanding of academic life of women, not
unrelated to academic women’ society. In other words, the subjects of earlier
articles now as researchers themselves ask about the experience of their
comrades or students. A commendable way has been passed from
stereotypes of the first category of articles about academic women to here. It
seems that a significant change has been occurred, from the object-like
presence of women and reduction of them to facts and figures to
comprehensive report of women’s personal experience.

Most of them stressed the effects of academic education on identity
formation and empowerment of women in social life. In the same sense,
there have been studies on opportunities and discriminations experienced
by women in their way to promotion or securing an academic position.
Over time, articles shifted from investigating students to graduates or
academic employees. The audiences of these later articles are not the
management but instead are the academicians. However, still all articles
meant professional training from academic life. Almost none of the articles
related to higher education of women focused on research or culture as
equal domains. Success and failure of women in university have always been
pictured as a personal affair with personal consequences and in the context
of a more global rivalry. For the authors of these articles, generalizing the
ideas of success to academic life is an acceptable and obvious thing, whereas
the goal of university from the beginning was to solve some of public
problems and was serve as the public good. To think of improving women’s
conditions in university, without strengthening public bonds, is impractical.
As much as it is nonsense to analyze university’s situation independently
and unrelated to domain of communal life and its difficulties, women’ issues
in university are reflections of inequality in the public domain. University



has to think of this and finds that the solution of its problems is in
improving the conditions of the whole society.

NOVELTY

Iranian journals do not welcome review articles much. This is worse for
narrative reviews, which are some kinds of historiography of academic
reflections. To think of communal achievements as academic treasury and
to scrutinize them in the light of world’s social developments is the main
purpose of review articles and their shortage is a significant loss. This is the

first review article, in Persian/Farsi, on higher education of women.
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