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Abstract 
Purpose: The present article aims to study the gender oppression 
of female students in the context of the existing relations at Iranian 
universities. 
Methodology: To this end, based on the qualitative method, ten 
universities in different fields were selected and in-depth 
interviews were conducted with 146 female students who 
experienced sexual harassment by male professors. Thus, we 
analysed interviews by thematic analysis.  
Findings: University community is the only mixed community, 
gender-wise, in Iranian administrative-governmental settings, with 
a very different cultural diversity and circulation. Therefore, 
scores of situations, in which gender and sexual encounters are 
possible, arise amid everyday university relationships. Although 
the issue of male professors’ sexual and gender encounters with 
female students has been publicized in Iran, it has been mostly 
ignored in research studies.  
Conclusion: The findings of the study show that when the 
Islamic cultural principle of gender relationship boundaries is 
regarded firmly or violated by male professors, the triad of 
‘violence’, ‘discrimination’ and ‘exploitation’ will emerge, 
resulting in gender oppression toward female students. 
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1. Introduction 
In Iranian culture, hijab1 has turned into a principle influencing the division of social spaces, to which 

we refer as ‘gendered spaces’: the division of relationships into ‘introvert and feminine’ and ‘extrovert 
and masculine’ relationship. Thus, ‘respecting gender relationship boundaries’ emerges as a norm 
according to which female space should be segregated from male space (Gould,  2014), a norm that can be 
traced in the social relationships between men and women (Amin, 2002). 

However, what is of importance is that the principle of ‘respecting gender relationship boundaries’ 
changed into a fundamental principle after the Iranian Revolution in 1979 (Sadeqi, 2008). This principle 
has been made into law and anyone who violates it will be prosecuted. As a result, the principle of 
respecting gender relationship boundaries has led to other gender-based segregations in different spaces, 
such as segregations concerning jobs (Rajaee, 2007; Bahramitash & Esfahani, 2009), segregations in urban 
spaces (Arjmand, 2017), and segregations in public education processes (Paidar, 1995) and higher 
education (Rezai- Rezai-Rashti, 2015). Thus, higher education and supervision of mixed education 
environments at universities have been among the main concerns of the Iran’s Islamic government. Higher 
education is predominantly controlled by men, with women playing a negligible part (Sedghi, 2007); 
however, quite interestingly, girls currently account for a larger number of Iranian university students. 
Neither the population of female university students nor mixed university education is desirable to the 
cultural policies of the Islamic Republic of Iran, as women are expected to spend most of their time at 
home taking care of their families (Fathi, 2016). Therefore, the large number of female students at Iranian 
universities is by no means an indication of Iranian women’s success in attaining scientific positions and 
entering the labor market (Rezaei, 2012).   

In their everyday life, female students are faced with violence, discrimination and exploitation. And, 
while there are different support services for sexual victims at universities in developed countries, in Iran 
female students are not provided with any support mechanisms protecting their rights, all adding to the 
severity of the problem (Gialopsos, 2017). Yet, Eyre (2000) in her study shows that in the liberal cultural, 
universities encounter serious challenges in hearing the voice of those women who have suffered sexual 
violence. Numerous studies have tried to examine sexual encounter in public and university spaces. Lin 
Farley (1978) and Catharine Mackinnon (1979) have focused on sexual harassment of women at 
workplaces. Shortly after, sexual harassment in university settings, especially in the US, turned into one of 
the most important fields of study on the social and cultural state of universities. In American universities, 
every year comprehensive studies are conducted to survey the state of sexual harassment at universities. In 
one of the most recent studies, based on the systematic review of other studies, claim has been made that 
at least one out of ten female American university students or academics have been subjected to a form of 
sexual harassment (Cantalupo et al., 2018).  

The Association of American Universities, as a bi-national, non-governmental institution, has run a 
comprehensive program to study sexual harassment in American universities, asking all American 
universities to conduct surveys on sexual harassment in their universities. So far, 27 universities have 
carried out this program and the report by the Association of American Universities indicates that 11.7% 
of students have experienced sexual harassment (Association of American Universities 2015). Many 
American universities also have independently studied the nature of sexual harassment in their universities 
(Kelley & Parsons, 2000; Campbell et al., 2017; Jordan et al. 2014, Huerta et al., 2006; Spencer et al., 
2017). In other countries as well, studies have been conducted on the extent of sexual harassment in 
universities (Hardy, 2018; Klein & Martin, 2019), a brief review of which indicates that sexual harassment 
is more or less common in university environments all over the world. For instance, studies have been 
carried out in this regard in New Zealand (Jones et al., 2013), Nigeria (Taiwo et al., 2014), Lagos 
(Sulaiman, 2015), Zimbawe (Shumba & Matina, 2002), South Africa (Joubert et al., 2011; Joubert, 
2009), Sweden (Bondestam, 2004), and India (Vandana, 2020). 
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In Iran studies on sexual harassment are rare, a deficiency that is even severer in universities. In a study 
on this subject, Tayefi (2017) examines accounts by female students who have experienced sexual 
harassment at university. Although the findings of this study have been only published in the virtual space 
and the study has failed to do an in-depth analysis of the problem or provide an accurate understanding of 
the phenomenon of sexual harassment, useful preliminary information can be gathered from it. In a 
qualitative study by Keshavarz (2017), Iranian university students’ accounts about ‘professors’ gender 
discrimination toward female students, sexual abuse of girls, and girls’ feeling of lack of security’ and ‘the 
prevalence of corruption and bribery among professors and female students’ have been reported. In this 
study, sexual abuse of female students by professors has been highlighted as a serious problem of female 
students. Since this study mainly seeks to identify ‘female students’ problems’, it does not deal with the 
roots of this problem and no in-depth understanding of sexual harassment is offered. 

In a qualitative study on ‘suffering and violence’ in Iranian universities, Izadijairan (2017) reports and 
analyzes accounts of sexual harassment and violence at universities. In this study, there are accounts 
typical of the gendered milieu and masculinism dominating university settings in Iran. However, in this 
study, sexual harassment has not been examined independently, providing us with no comprehensive, 
deep understanding of this issue. The National Plan for the Assessment of University Student Life (2015) 
employed a qualitative approach to the assessment of ‘verbal aggression’, ‘physical damage’ and ‘threating 
and duress’ by friends of the opposite sex. The ratio of male and female students’ experiences with each of 
the three above-mentioned items have been ‘22.3% to 18.4%’, ‘8.5 to 4.6%’ and ‘17.2 to 15%’ 
respectively, indicating that male students have been subjected more to verbal and physical aggression on 
the part of female students. Although, sexual harassment (by male students or male professors) is not 
directly assessed in this survey, an overall picture of violence by each gender toward the other one can be 
obtained. 

The last study to be referred to here is by Faraji and Hamidi (2016); this study examines the state of 
‘Iranian women’s covering and hijab’ at a national level and also provides statistics and figures on sexual 
harassment of women in Iran. The findings of this study indicate that 30.6% of Iranian women have 
experienced sexual harassment, 7.3% of whom have stated that the harassment was inflicted on them in 
educational and university settings. Overall, none of these studies have directly dealt with sexual and 
gender encounters between professors and students. The importance of the present study lies in the 
production of theoretical literature and construction of concepts to be used in future studies on sexual 
encounters at universities. Therefore, the main goal of this article is to introduce the controversial issue of 
sexual victimization of female students by Iranian male professors. 

 
2. Methodology 

The present study, which falls under the rubric of applied research, employs the qualitative method. 
The data have been collected through in-depth interviews and the research population and field were 
limited to female students from universities in Tehran associated with Ministry of Science, Research and 
Technology, so that samples and interviews would be easier to manage. The samples were selected using 
purposive sampling and snowball sampling. First, the female students who had somehow experienced 
sexual and gender insecurity at university environment were selected and, then, interviewed. In the 
interviews, they were asked to introduce other female students who had faced a kind of sexual and gender 
insecurity or harassment. The final sample is composed of female students from different academic levels 
and majors, from science and engineering to the humanities and arts. The following table presents the 
number of students and their universities. 

  

 [
 D

O
I:

 1
0.

52
54

7/
ije

s.
4.

3.
23

2 
] 

 [
 D

O
R

: 2
0.

10
01

.1
.2

64
53

46
0.

20
21

.4
.3

.7
.2

 ]
 

 [
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 ia

se
-i

dj
e.

ir
 o

n 
20

22
-0

4-
26

 ]
 

                             3 / 13

http://dx.doi.org/10.52547/ijes.4.3.232
https://dorl.net/dor/20.1001.1.26453460.2021.4.3.7.2
http://iase-idje.ir/article-1-968-en.html


235| Sexual and Gender Oppression Situations at…Volume 4, Number 3, 2021 

 __________________________________________________________________  

 
 

 
Table1. Table (1) to appear about here 

University Number of Interviewees 

Alzahra University 2 

Amirkabir University of Technology 19 

Pars University (Private) 22 

University of Tehran 2 

Khajeh Nasir Toosi University of Technology 15 

Kharazami University 3 

Soore University (Private) 14 

Shahid Beheshti University 17 

Allameh Tabataba'i University 31 

Iran University of Science and Technology 21 

Total 146 

Also, we conducted semi-structured and in-depth interviews in order to reach the female students’ 
lived experience of sexual victimization. Reaching the lived experiences through different narratives by 
divergent narrators provides phenomenological analysis with the content of different perspectives about 
the same experienced phenomenon. Then for the valuation of the qualitative data and analysis we 
discussed different aspects of experienced phenomenon with the research team to exchange and validate 
the ideas.   

Thematic analysis was used to analyze the data. The interviews were coded in the Atlas software. For 
the first stage of open coding, nearly eighty codes produced, and then the codes were grouped, and finally 
the categories of violence, exploitation and discrimination were arrived at under the general concept of 
gender oppression. These three categories will be examined in the following. Moreover, for the sake of 
research ethics, we tried to gain female students’ trust to tell their secrets. Also, we avoided judging them 

 
3. Findings 

The categories of violence, exploitation and discrimination are three analytical concepts to make 
analytical nods which make connections so as to draw the map of sexual exploitation of relations between 
male professors and female students. Some kinds of implications of complicated and strict Islamic 
administrative surveillance of the sexual relations are those three challenging concepts related to sexual 
situations which female students experience.         

Sexual and gender Oppression: In the cultural policymaking of the Islamic Republic of Iran, the 
principle of respecting the gender boundaries between men and women in their social relationships is of 
great importance and violating it is considered as offense and can result in prosecution. Therefore, the 
cultural unconscious  is sensitive to the boundaries of gender relationships (de Groot, 2007). According to 
Butler (1988), gender is a process through a stylized repetition of acts and, for Iranian population, 
respecting the Islamic gender boundaries is the main obligatory gender identity repetition.  

Based on the analysis of the field data, which will be presented in the following, ‘gender relationship 
boundaries’ is a principle that, whether followed or violated, can result in the triad of exploitation, 
violence and discrimination. On the one hand, respecting gender boundaries causes female students not to 
engage in a proper scientific and educational relationship with male professors. Even in cases where 
professors can provide students with the opportunity to have access to social, cultural and economic 
sources and assets, they give priority to male students. On the other hand, when these boundaries are 
violated and the relationship is no longer a ‘professor-student’ relationship and develops a sexual aspect, 
female students usually suffer pain and distress and the relationship is accompanied by violence for the 
female students. The male professor violates the boundaries, and while he no longer performs the role of a 
professor, views the female student as a sexual object. In other words, the professor violates these 
boundaries with the aim of sexual exploitation, which is inevitably accompanied by a kind of violence.  
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Thus, the dualism of ‘respecting gender relationship boundaries’ and ‘violating gender relationship 
boundaries’ leads to violence, exploitation and discrimination. Gender oppression is the result of 
disrupting the balance between respecting and violating gender relationship boundaries. In the mixed 
setting of university, the balance between professors, as an elite scientific group, and female students is 
disrupted at times. The triad of violence, discrimination and exploitation will be examined here. 

Gender Discrimination: Gender discrimination arises from discriminatory attitude of the society 
toward men and women. Male and female gender roles are based on a kind of unequal valuation of men 
and women, in which women are usually given an inferior status. Thus, women are normally deprived of 
equal access to social, cultural and economic rights. In general, discrimination can be defined as depriving 
some social groups of rights that are essentially provided for all. This inequality is more noticeable with 
regard to gender and differences in male and female roles, numerous instances of which can be seen at 
universities. In their interviews, many female students shared their experiences with such discriminations, 
which had been very painful to them. Like violence, discrimination can take both individual and structural 
forms, i.e., neither are people’s attitudes toward men and women the same, nor do rules and regulations 
treat men and women equally. 

During both my Bachelor’s and Master’s education, all my male classmates had jobs related to our 
major, and most of them got their jobs because of our professors. But the girls didn’t have this 
opportunity, which could be because of marriage and having children and stuff (Economics student, 
Alzahra University).  

Female students turn into a ‘superfluous gender’, apparently supposed to just enter university and 
then graduate from it. This superfluous gender has no special talent and even its growing presence is 
because of male students’ laziness, a problem which should be concerned about: ‘when I went to the 
board to solve a problem, my professor turned to the male students (while also pointing toward them) 
and said that they should ashamed of themselves that a girl was solving a problem while the boys were 
sitting’ (Philosophy student, Kharazmi University). University classes are among the most important 
places where female students start to turn into the ‘superfluous gender’. Since in university classes the 
principle of respecting gender behavioral models should be followed, female students automatically turn 
into a special object, and the concept of ‘superfluous gender’ exactly conveys the same meaning. 

An instance of the concept of ‘superfluous gender’ is where male professors join in talks opened up 
by male students about special subjects concerning girls in the framework of discussions that digress from 
the main topic of discussion. In such a situation, female students become more and more isolated: ‘we had 
a professor, in political science, who found it unacceptable for female students to be outside their homes 
more than eight hours … he always said that male students were better than female students (Political 
Science student, Allameh Tabataba'i University). 

However, regarding gender interaction between male professors and female students, an importance 
instance to be mentioned here has happened at Alzahra University, which is a single-sex university – with 
no male students and only a few male professors: Alzahra University was sensitive to students’ pregnancy. 
Pregnant students would have problems with their supervisors. One of our female professors told us in 
the first semester that students who had a job should stop going to work and those who were married 
shouldn’t get pregnant during their studies (Economics student, Alzahra University.   

The remark quoted from a female professor above has a masculine tone it, indicating the 
discriminatory attitude and behavior of some professors toward female students. In these types of attitude 
or behavior female students are either deprived of some rights or insulted and belittled. Yet, 
discrimination can take structural forms: Most discrimination is because of our covering. When you’re 
wearing a bright-colored dress in hot weather, you’ll have to answer questions about it at the entrance. At 
the library or other places in the university you’re asked if you’re a student or not. There are tough 
regulations about female students’ covering; boys have much less trouble about their clothes and can wear 
short-sleeved shirts and bright-colored clothes to university. But girls can wear neither bright colors nor 
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thin clothes in hot weather, and they always have to answer questions about their covering. It seems you 
have to wear dark-colored clothes to be a student. Your clothes, the length of the sleeves, and how loose 
or tight your clothes are can be very important; they shouldn’t be too short or tight. These are ridiculous 
concerns we’re dealing with. But male professors can wear causal clothes, tight or short-sleeved, they’re 
free to choose but we aren’t at all. These are discriminations against us because of our gender (Philosophy 
student, Kharazmi University).  

Behavioral discrimination, on the part of male professors against female students, is reproduced in 
the legal and administrative system of universities. Regulations regarding female students’ entrance to and 
presence at universities and even more private settings such as dormitories are among legal and 
administrative discriminations: ‘the dormitory regulations for girls are terribly discriminatory. Our male 
classmates don’t have such problems at all, about having their friends over or leaving or coming back to 
their rooms; they’re much freer than us’ (Political Science student, Allameh Tabataba’I University). 
Female students encounter structural gender discriminations that determine the everyday relationship 
between them and their male professors and the professors’ view on the sexual and gender presence of 
female students at university to a great extent. 

The complicated nature of the structural discrimination puts the female students in a highly 
ambiguous situation, such that they cannot even find a way in the administrative system of the university 
to defend their rights. In fact, the administrative system of university is not efficient enough to deal with 
this problem; neither is there a strong legal resolution to find solutions for these problems. There is no 
legal authority for female students to turn to for legal advice or rely on for help. This situation can be 
referred to as the ‘big discrimination’: About the structure and law I have to say that nothing protects 
female students against the discriminatory attitude of some professors. We had a professor who’d support 
you if you buttered him up. It seems you have to behave like a toady to be treated fairly (Sociology 
student, Shahid Beheshti University). 

The lack of a fair mechanism in the administrative system of Iranian universities to protect the rights 
of female students and some male professors’ attitude toward female students encourage female students 
to think of solutions that can somehow strengthen this discriminatory structure. As can be understood 
from the last quote from the sociology student, in order to gain support, female students have to give 
privileges to male professors, which can be considered a kind of ‘exploitation’. Thus, sexual exploitation 
should be regarded as an important manifestation of gender oppression at university. 

Sexual Exploitation: Sexual exploitation can be defined as behaviour or remark aimed at obtaining 
‘sexual pleasure’ from a person without their consent. Exploitation usually occurs in situations where 
there is an unequal social relationship and the perpetrator uses his or her authority in the relationship to 
sexually abuse the victim. This means that the authority in one type of social relationship – such as the 
employer-employee or professor-student relationship – is used in another type of social relationship, the 
most important of which is the field of sexuality. In sexual exploitation by a male professor, the scientific 
and educational authority of the professor is used to put pressure on the female student to give in to his 
sexual demands. Examples of this form of sexual harassment have been given by some students in their 
interviews: Our statistics professor has a lustful look. Rape is not just physical. You need just to be 
wearing a short dress, and you’ll have his lewd glance at you. He flirts with girls who wear makeup in a 
way that makes you feel terrible (Educational Science student, Kharazmi University). 

The female student is under the dominant look of the professor and thus the female student, who has 
to be present in class, is available for a kind of pleasure. The female students’ required presence and their 
seated position in their chairs provide the male professor in his standing position with the possibility of a 
dominant look. The professor’s gaze is the action that breaks the boundaries of sexual relationship at 
university; this look changes its nature and involves components that produce sexual pleasure for the 
professor. 
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The diversity in the time and spaces of the male professor’s encounter with the female student allows 
for different types of exploitation: We had a professor who would always tell us to close the door when 
we entered his room. And he asked us questions that were none of his business: ‘why haven’t you got 
married yet? Why don’t you have a boyfriend? What do you do then (sexually)? Let’s meet more often’ 
we had two such professors. Another professor always paid me compliments on my appearance, or said 
that I looked great … and stuff (Economics student, Alzahra University). 

Here, the professor changes the ‘professor-student’ construct to another construct, which can be 
called the ‘professor-friend-student’ relationship. In Western culture, friendship between a professor and 
students can be part of their social relationships. However, Lee (1998) shows that close friendships 
between a professor and a student can sometimes end up with sexual violence. Also, this type of intimacy 
is usually supported by Iranian students (Hemmati & Mahdie, 2019). However, throughout this change, 
there can be more possibilities for bringing up suggestive or sexual conversations. The closer a friendship 
between a male professor and a female student is, there more opportunities of crossing sexual relationship 
boundaries there will be. When the boundaries of such a friendship is extended, the professor-student 
relationship is less and less relevant and the male professor is constructed as a ‘man’ rather than a 
‘professor’; thus, the professor loses its status as ‘professor’ in the eyes of the female student. 

There are, however, professors who are apparently stricter about observing the gender relationship 
boundaries and try to rely more on the professor-student relationship and the authority arising from it to 
achieve their goal; ‘once, one of my professors, who was a famous cleric and sometimes appeared on TV, 
put his phone number under my paper in the exam session without attracting attention’ (Philosophy 
student, Kharazmi University). The ‘man-professor-famous cleric’ combination shows the authority that is 
mixed with sexuality very well; and the stressful atmosphere of the exam session provides a good 
opportunity for the male professor to get closer to the female student and display his authority to her. In 
this situation the female student can provide the professor with a privilege and change the professor-
student relationship to her benefit.  

For male professors who want to display their authority, class and exam session situations can provide 
the best opportunity to reveal their masculine domination. These situations limit the body and the female 
student does not have the chance of carrying out an action or reaction. Unlike the situation in the 
professor’s office, where the student is freer to act, class and exam sessions provide the male professor 
with a better opportunity to put the female student in a sexual trap: ‘during the exam my professor got 
closer to me and whispered in my ear that my ring was beautiful or I was more beautiful that day and …’ 
(Sociology student, Shahid Beheshti University). 

Thus, in class and exam situations, the professor uses the ‘professor-student’ relationship, instead of 
the ‘professor-friend-student’ pattern, to highlight his professor-man authority. Here, the female student 
faces another aspect of the professor’s character, to which we refer to as the ‘red authority of 
professorship’. Here, the male professor reveals his red authority of professorship to make the female 
students yield to his sexual desire. Here, final scores, exams, and presence and absence in class are used as 
tools for the professor’s purpose: I’d warned him about his behavior several times, because of which he 
failed me. He failed me three times in one of my courses and threatened me that even worse would follow 
… In the end, I had to take and pass the course in another university. It made me fall behind in my studies 
for one whole year (Sociology student, Shahid Beheshti University).  

The ‘red professor’ is a professor who makes the exam session and final score situations more 
stressful for female students so the female student violates the gender relationship boundaries, as well, not 
out of free will or for the purpose of having access to social, cultural and economic resources, but merely 
out of ‘fear’: My first semester score was 20 out of 20, but in the second semester with the same 
professor it was 8. I was shocked and went to his office and talked to him about it, and he said ‘after all 
this time you have come to me to talk about this? I’m so disappointed.’ This is what he said exactly. He 
expected me to talk about something else (Political science student, Allameh Tabataba'i University).  
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The red professor uses other means, other than ‘exam scores’, to make the situation more stressful; 
he even resorts to threats to fulfill his sexual desire. Another female student speaks about the time her 
professor violated the gender relationship boundaries: He told me … honey [calling her by her first 
name]! Can we imagine we’re married tonight? Just tonight; I told him I would sue him. And he told me 
he knew people with a lot of power and threatened he would not let me pass even one more course’ 
(Counseling student, Kharazmi University). 

The red professor tries to make every situation as stressful as possible. However, what damages the 
professor-student relationship most is when the female student’s trust in the professor is betrayed by the 
professor. As already mentioned, the professor establishes friendship with the female student and builds 
up trust so that a more liquid relationship is later developed between them. Thus, a more liquid time and 
spaces will develop between the male professor and the female student; the liquid time and space enable 
the male professor to act more freely to break the boundaries. This usually happens outside university; for 
example, because of the trust the female student has in the professor, she goes to his private office or even 
home, where sooner or later she will be faced with sexual exploitation: There was a crowd of us from the 
same university. We went out with our professor several times to cafes, parks, mountains … even to his 
home a few times. Visiting the professor at his home was kind of ordinary for us. One of the girls from 
our crowd had a closer relationship with the professor and there seemed to be emotions between them; 
the girl’s feeling toward the professor was more than that of a student to a professor. After a while we 
quite unexpectedly heard that that girl had dropped out of university. Later we came to know that once 
the professor had her alone in his home and apparently wanted to have sex with her and she’d refused and 
the professor had got angry and stuff.  I think all her dreams had turned into a nightmare and decided not 
to go to university anymore (Sociology student, Allameh Tabataba'i University). 

The liquid time and space arise from the trust developing between the male professor and the female 
student. However, sometimes this space is created within university, in the professor’s office, where he 
can feel secure: I was in my third year when it happened. Before that I had a very good relationship with 
my professor. He always helped me and was available. But one day I went to his office to talk about my 
classmates’ assignments, and after a few minutes I realized he was acting strangely. He was restless, stood 
up several times and came toward me and went back to his chair, and suddenly held me by my head and 
tried to kiss me. I was shocked and didn’t know what to do. I pulled myself out of his hand and dashed out 
of his room. I couldn’t go back to university for two weeks (Psychology class, Kharazmi University). 

In the last two accounts it can be seen that the male professor uses the emotions developing between 
them to sexually exploit the female student, which can hurt her feelings severely. It shows that ‘sexual 
exploitation’ is closely associated with ‘sexual violence’ and its application by the male professor to satisfy 
his desires. Sexual Violence: Sexual violence, which is closely associated with sexual exploitation, is using 
physical or structural force, directly or indirectly, to attain sexual pleasure, which occurs when the 
sufferer refuses to agree to the demand for sexual relationship. In the university setting, some male 
professors even resort to violence to satisfy their sexual desire. Quite naturally, this usually occurs in 
private spaces such as personal offices either inside or outside university, or even in professors’ homes. As 
already discussed, sexual violence usually occurs after basic trust is won by the professor. Sexual violence 
involves verbal, emotional, and physical aspects (Gross et al., 2006).  

The verbal aspect of violence appears when the professor expresses remarks that make the situation 
stressful and intolerable for the female student: We had a theology professor and once he was discussing 
feminism and women’s rights. I started to disagree with him on some points. And then he asked me if I 
was married or single. The question shocked me because it had nothing to do with our discussion. I told 
him that I was single. Then he said ‘your mother has failed to take good care of you. If I were you mother, 
I’d try to find a husband for you. All your intellectual tumult is because you’re single’. The class, 
especially the boys, burst into laughter. I felt terrible’ (Philosophy student, Kharazami University) 
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In the above-mentioned situation the gender boundaries are violated because the professor talks 
about something nobody expects. It is an ambiguous communication of sexual intentions and it 
conclusively links to sexual aggression (Schuster & Krahé, 2018). The female students’ gender position 
suddenly turns into a topic for a heated discussion in class. The violence is where the female student, who 
is expecting a scientific discussion in class, becomes the topic of discussion, putting her in a difficult 
situation, which can be referred to as verbal violence: Two of our professors, who were so-called 
psychologists, always made sexist remarks. Gave us some shallow, disgusting examples; I never liked to be 
in their class. Always accused girls like me of having no religious belief and advised us to leave Iran and do 
whatever we liked in another country. When they were expressing these words, I could see a kind of 
pleasure in their eyes, a kind of sexual pleasure, which was rooted in their psychological complexes 
(Psychology student, Kharazmi University).    

Sexual violence, which occurs once the gender relationship boundaries are broken, takes different 
forms and can be accompanied by physical violence. We have defined two types of relationship based on 
the gender relationship boundaries between a male professor and a female student: the ‘professor-student’ 
relationship, in which these boundaries are strictly protected, and the ‘professor-friend-student’ 
relationship, in which the boundaries are shifted and broken. Both types generate sexual violence for the 
female students, from violence in the professor’s look or remarks to physical violence: The head of our 
department fired his administrative assistant because he had sexually assaulted me. He supported me 
throughout the case, but later he expected me to make it up for him, and tried to sexually abuse me. One 
day, there was an argument between us in his office and he told me to say nothing. There were other 
people there, and he realized I was very sad; he told the others to leave the room. He wanted to make it 
up to me. He came to me held my hand said ‘give up’. I said ‘what do you mean? What does this mean?’ 
He said he had feelings for me and that I shouldn’t have been angry with him. He was fifty five and 
married. He was holding my hand firmly and wouldn’t let me go and I just told him to stop that. Finally, I 
pushed him away and threatened that I would shout for help. Another time when I was leaving his room, 
he hysterically held my hair in his hands and said ‘you know nobody in the world can satisfy me as much as 
you do’ (Sociology student, Alzahra University).  

Another case is about a male professor who establishes friendship with his student, wins her trust, 
and later reveals that he has feeling for her. The female student is happy that a knowledgeable professor 
has feelings for her and thus trusts him. The professor, whose wife and children live abroad, invites her to 
his home and without her consent tries to have sex with her: I didn’t know what intention he had, and I 
thought he was really in love with me. When I entered his room I felt he had created a romantic 
atmosphere to seduce me; candles were burning and romantic music was on. I felt uncomfortable and 
decided to leave very soon. But he held me by my hand and hugged me. I was shocked. I felt I was 
paralyzed. I couldn’t do anything. He took me to the sofa and treated me very violently. I just wanted it to 
finish sooner … It was terrible (Communications student, Allameh Tabataba'i University).        

All such violent events, in their different forms, cause severe damage to the self-confidence of the 
female students and isolate and marginalize them. The marginalization of these students is a form of 
serious violence that arises from discrimination, violence, and sexual exploitation: Violence in society has 
different layers. When one wants to shatter these girls’ self-confidence it is even more violent. Physical 
violence has very bad psychological effects, it damages your pride … When you lose your self-confidence, 
and you’ll be easily hurt. The way security personnel2 tell you about your clothes and hijab is irritating. 
They treat you as if they own you … they turn their gaze to you, which is annoying (Educational science 
student, Kharazmi University). 

Lewd looks, impolite remarks and harsh treatment make female students feel the unfavorable 
masculine atmosphere of the university. The triad of gender oppression – i.e., exploitation, 
discrimination and violence – is associated with different spaces and times, which increase the severity of 
sexual oppression. In such situations the boundaries of gender relationship shift. Thus, gender oppression 
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is like a machine that operates differently in different situations and its operation depends on the degree of 
violence it produces. 

  
 

4. Discussion 

While in the cultural history of Iran, at least since the Qajar Era, the issue of encounter between men 
and women in public spaces has always been of importance (Najmabadi, 2005; Papoli Yazdi & Dojam 
Khoui, 2017; Sadeqi, 2013), in the post-revolutionary Iranian society a new form of governmental 
cultural policymaking has emerged, in which the state or the government plays a direct role in sexual 
relationships. Thus, the sexual relationships in the mixed population of the university are under strict 
Islamic administrative surveillance.  

The protection of men-women relationship boundaries have been made into law and breaking it can 
result in prosecution. At the same time, the formation of mixed populations in public places is one of the 
serious challenges the Iranian government faces in controlling bodies. In such a setting, universities are the 
only public space owned by the state where large mixed populations from both genders are present. 

In the present article it was shown that the principle of respecting gender relationship boundaries has 
led to a dual state, which results in gender oppression in the form of exploitation, violence and 
discrimination. On the one hand, protecting the gender boundaries can prevent female students from 
establishing scientific and educational relationships with male students. On the other hand, when these 
boundaries are violated, and the relationship between the professor and student changes its nature into a 
sexual one, female students will face painful experiences and even violence. Gender oppression has been 
regarded as the relationship between the dominating male and the dominated female. 

When the principle of gender relationship boundaries is closely followed women might be deprived 
of opportunities to have intimate relationships that pave the way for the development of trust and 
progress. However, when this principle is abandoned women might enter relationships that can pave the 
way for sexual abuse. This dual situation of gender oppression is created in the social relationships 
established at university. These social relationships are not limited to the university environment, and 
spaces outside university and even virtual spaces can help create such relationships. Yet, female students 
suffer from an oppression that is characterized by sexuality. 

Female students’ experiences with encounters with the male professors who try to appear to be 
respecting the gender relationship boundaries are quite different. Male professors, who are unable to 
establish a friendly relationship with students, change the professor-student relationship in a way that 
female students face a lot pressure and stress. Female students are put under a lot pressure by male 
professors, who use their authority to make them enter relationships outside the professor-student 
relationship, resulting in violence toward or gender exploitation of the female students. Those professors 
who put female students in such situations have been referred to as ‘red professors’ in the present study. 

The red professors sometimes turn female students’ issues into topics for discussion, putting them in 
a situation where they can experience verbal violence in the remarks of these professors. The red 
professors display their authority and status and engulf female students in class and exam sessions by their 
gaze and suggestive remarks. 

Another group of male professors, instead of exposing their authority, rely on friendship and trust to 
attain their goals. These professors first develop an emotional relationship with the female students and 
build up trust and thus find a better time and space to extend the professor-student relationship to a sexual 
relationship. The female student becomes eventually aware of the intentions of the male professor and 
faces sexual violence. 

Overall, based on the data collected and analysed in this study, the gender oppression faced by female 
students is based on the triad of discrimination, exploitation and violence, resulting in female students’ 
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distrust in cultural and scientific relationships at university, undermined self-confidence, marginalization, 
and having the feeling of being the superfluous gender at the Iranian university.  

Suggestions for future inquiries: Besides qualitative studies, there is a necessary need for quantitative 
studies to in order to have insights regarding the frequency and prevalence of sexual harassment in larger 
population.   

Notes:  
1. In Iranian contemporary history, i.e. since the Qajar Era, hijab, a covering for the whole 

body worn by women in public, has been of great importance (Najmabadi, 2005). In general, hijab 
signifies female bodies being covered in social relations as necessitated by Islamic teachings (Gould, 2014); 
however, there are serious contentions as to the Islamic origin of the obligatory nature of hijab (see, for 
example, Mir-Hosseini, 2007). Yet, hijab is a social issue of great importance in the Islamic culture of 
Iran, and the everyday life of women is substantially influenced by it. In Iranian culture, it no longer 
denotes a covering for women’s body, but has gradually changed into a principle for dividing the social 
and cultural space into ‘introvert’ and ‘extrovert’ spaces. The introvert space is sacred and strangers 
cannot enter it, manifestations of which can be seen even in Iranian traditional architecture 
(Sadoughianzadeh, 2013).  

2. Iranian university has a special security guard which is called Herasat. It has two major 
duties. The first is to control students’ divergent behaviors such as smoking, the relation between opposite 
sex and female students’ style of wearing. The security officers stand near the entrance gate of the 
university and they check female students’ wearing. They issue a warning to female students with an 
unusual dress. 

The second duty of the university security guard is to control students’ political movements. In this 
case, they monitor and collect information about student political activists so as to share information with 
the National Security Agency. 

Notes on contributors: Nassereddinali Taghavian is an Iranian native who lives in the capital, Tehran. 
He has a PhD in philosophy of education from Kharazmi University in Tehran and now works as  assistant 
professor at the department of women studies in Institute for Social and Cultural  Studies, Tehran, Iran. 
He is also a university lecturer. His interests and fields of studies include higher education, women in 
Iran’s higher education, philosophy and sociology of education, philosophy of language education, and 
social and political philosophy. 

Hamed Taheri Kia is a PhD of Cultural Policy and an assistance professor in the Department of 
Communication and Virtual Space at the Iranian Institute for Social and Cultural Studies. His fields of 
research are about digital studies, cultural transformations and post-qualitative methods.   
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