Vol. 2, Issue 3, Pp 5-43, Spring 2024

Journal of University Studies

Homepage: http://www.jous.ir

Original Research Paper

Understanding normative femininity in Iranian universities: A case study of

female students

Khadijeh Keshavarz'¥, Fatemeh Moosavi Viae?
! Assistant Professor of Sociology, Department of Women's Studies, Institute for Cultural and Social Studies,

Tehran, Iran

2 PhD in Sociology, University of Kashan, Iran

ARTICLE INFO

ABSTRACT

Received: Dec. 26, 2023
Revised: Feb. 19, 2024
Accepted: Mar. 10, 2024

KEYWORDS
Female students,
Iranian universities
forms of femininity
gender relations
qualitative approach

* Corresponding Author
DA keshavarz@iscs.ac.ir
D +98 9190902133

How to Cite this article:

Keshavarz, Kh., & Moosavi Viae, F.
(2024). Understanding normative
femininity in Iranian universities: A
case study of female students. Journal
of University Studies, 2(3), 5-43.

doi: 10.22035/jous.2024.5490.1100
URL:https://www.jous.ir/article_530.html

Copyright:

O

© 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/

One of the most influential arenas in shaping and transforming gender
relations is the university. Like any other social institution, the university
is grounded in relations of authority, social norms, and defined roles, and
it reproduces the gender relations of the wider society. At the same time, it
provides space for its members to critically reconsider learned values and
attitudes. The central question of this study is: which forms of gender
relations are reproduced in Iranian universities, and which types of
femininity are reinforced by the university context. This research focuses
on female university students’ understanding of both explicit and implicit
gender relations within Iranian universities. It examines various aspects of
student life, including classroom experiences and interactions with
professors, engagement with university bureaucracy, participation in
student associations, and interactions with male students. Employing a
qualitative approach, data were collected through semi-structured
interviews and focused group discussions with 43 female students across
nine universities in Iran and were analyzed using thematic analysis. The
research identifies two ideal types of universities: those with egalitarian
norms—mostly public universities in Tehran characterized by intellectual
traditions and vibrant student associations—and those with conservative
norms, primarily located in peripheral or less central regions of the
country. The formal university structure in Iran offers limited space for
critical reflection on gender norms. Instead, both formal and informal
relations in the classroom, professor-student interactions, and
engagement with university bureaucracy—particularly the disciplinary
system—consciously or unconsciously reinforce what R-W. Connell terms
"emphasized femininity." In universities and faculties with conservative
cultural orientations, this compliant femininity is highly esteemed. In
contrast, in universities with more tolerant norms, hybrid femininity is
encouraged. However, the overall academic system in Iran, aligned with
the official cultural policy, is structured in a way that marginalizes resistant
femininity.
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INTRODUCTION

Like any other social institution, the university operates based on relations of
authority, social norms, and defined roles, and it reproduces broader gender
relations present in society. At the same time, the university can provide space for
critical rethinking of learned values and attitudes, although not all universities are
equally successful in enabling such critical engagement. In recent decades, the
massification of higher education in Iran has enabled young women from lower
social classes and with limited cultural capital to enter the university, a process that
has influenced their lives and subjectivities. University life in Iran often marks the
beginning of serious cross-gender interactions, occurring just before entry into
professional and familial roles.

Several qualitative studies have examined femininity among female students.
Mohammadi (2023) found that although participants reproduced emotional and
behavioral traits associated with conventional femininity, they expressed feelings of
injustice and discrimination in their everyday social lives. Fakouhi (2020) observed
that students, both consciously and unconsciously, reproduce patriarchal structures,
reinforcing traditional gender roles throughout university life. Yaghoubi and
Moghaddas Yazdi (2016), through thematic analysis of 30 interviews with female
students in Gilan, identified three types of femininity—compliant, hybrid, and
resistant—reflecting Connell’s theory of emphasized, hybrid, and resistant
femininities. Hamzavi Abedi, Bagherian, and Mazaheri (2015), in a study on the
perceptions of young Iranian women regarding feminine norms, conducted
interviews with 45 students from three different ethnic groups. Rahbari and
Mahmoudabadi (2017) found that class, ethnicity, religion, and gender
simultaneously shape definitions of femininity. Their study distinguished between
traditional femininity—characterized by chastity, modesty, familial care, and
maternal roles—and modern/resistant femininity, which emphasizes independence,
empowerment, and social presence.

This research primarily investigates the institutional gender relations within
universities and aims to reveal the mechanisms underlying these dynamics. The
central question is: what forms of gender relations are reproduced in the studied
universities, and which forms of femininity are validated or discouraged by the
academic environment?

METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a qualitative methodological approach. The main tools for data
collection were in-depth semi-structured interviews and, in some cases, focused
group discussions. Data were gathered between 2016 and 2021 from 43 female
students across nine universities, selected to maximize diversity in institutional
ranking and urban context. Thematic analysis was employed for data interpretation.
To ensure validity, the researchers used rich description and meticulous interview



documentation. Additionally, an expert in gender studies reviewed and evaluated
the coding and extracted themes as part of the validation process.

FINDINGS

Participants, especially those from universities outside central cities, reported that,
aside from a few encouraging professors, the overall academic environment
overlooked female students’ capabilities. According to the students, professors were
more likely to support male students in class discussions, involve them in research
projects, appoint them as teaching assistants, and establish informal rapport outside
the classroom. Some faculty members—particularly in engineering departments—
openly discouraged female students, questioning their presence in technical fields
and warning of limited job prospects, as though women were to blame for their own
marginalization in the labor market.

In conservative universities, out-of-class interactions with professors posed
further challenges, with reports of power abuse in faculty-student relationships.
Beyond these explicit gender inequalities, there were also subtler pressures
concerning women's life priorities, implying that education and professional
development were not their rightful goals.

Students criticized the inefficiency of the educational system, cultural
stagnation, and the imposition of ideological norms. Especially in conservative
universities, they lamented the saturation of religious-cultural programming,
censorship of student initiatives, strict enforcement of dress codes, and surveillance
of cross-gender interactions by campus security.

Interviews with student activists revealed that although gendered stereotypes
regarding women’s organizational roles have somewhat diminished in recent years,
subordinate positions for women persist within student associations. Gender
discrimination is especially pronounced in religious-political organizations aligned
with state ideologies, which hold dominant positions in conservative universities.

The state’s cultural policy promotes gender segregation, undermining the
university’s potential to offer safe gender interactions—particularly in conservative
settings—placing added pressure on female students to conform to official norms,
which leads to dissatisfaction and disillusionment. Attending conservative
universities socializes students in a paradoxical manner: on the one hand, it fosters
independence, future planning, increased social interaction, and self-confidence; on
the other, it normalizes male superiority and female subordination.

In these settings, women’s physical appearance and sexual capital are valorized,
even as they are expected to refrain from displaying sexual agency. Ideal feminine
traits include modesty, flexibility, and a willingness to remain in the background,
alongside academic achievement and adherence to social propriety. Ultimately,
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women are expected to prioritize traditional gender roles, marriage, and domestic
responsibilities.

CONCLUSION

This study identifies two general types of university cultures: egalitarian
universities—mostly public institutions in Tehran with intellectual traditions and
active student life—and conservative universities, mostly located in peripheral
regions. It is important to note that normative cultures may vary between faculties
within the same institution; for example, law faculties in Tehran are reportedly
more conservative than others. Even within conservative universities, some
departments remain open to progressive ideas and egalitarian norms.

Nevertheless, the formal university system in Iran rarely facilitates critical
reflection on gender norms. The structure of academic interactions—classroom
dynamics, faculty engagement, bureaucratic processes, and particularly disciplinary
regulations—consciously or unconsciously promotes emphasized femininity, as
theorized by Connell. In conservative cultural settings, compliant femininity is
praised. In more tolerant environments, hybrid femininity is encouraged. However,
the broader academic and cultural system, aligned with official state ideology,
systematically excludes and marginalizes resistant femininity.
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