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The book entitled The Social Construction of Difference: Gender in the University
Classroom was written by Dr. Karam Habibpour Getabi in 2017. This is notable for
examining the methodological dimensions of an academic research in the field of gender
identity, especially female identity, as well as paying attention to science in the experience
of gender differences and approaches leading to structure and agency in the gender
reproduction or construction. The book claims the neglect of sociology in dealing with the
cultural and social dimensions of the university classroom, and hence, it talks about the
narrative of gender experience in the classroom. It seems that despite the set goals, the
direction of the book is more than anything related to the gender issue and with the default
design of the gender bias in the classroom, the methodology and the research process will
suffer bias, as well. The research path focuses more on the separation of subjects in the field
of learning. Data interpretation, contrary to the claim of the book and the proposed
theoretical approaches, has not been on the path of constructivism. Finally, the role of the
university in strengthening the gender difference or adjusting this difference is unclear, and
the interpretation and evaluation of the university and its role in identifying students is
formulated in a passive rather than active mode. One of the main challenges of this critique
is related to the style of expression of the collected concepts and their interpretation. In
other words, the conceptualization of titles in the presentation of research results will
reproduce gender stereotypes in a hidden agency. Therefore, in order to degenderize
research requires more than anything else a real understanding of issues, imbalances and

social discontinuities.
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INTRODUCTION

This is a critical review of the book due to the importance of recognizing gender
identity in order to adjust the differences in all domains of social life. The book is an
academic research in the gender identity domain, especially the female identity and
is also significant for its attention to science in experiencing gender differences and
approaches leading to structure and agency in the reproduction or reconstruction of
gender.

INTRODUCING THE BOOK

The book Social Construction of Difference: Gender in the University Classroom by
Dr. Karam Habibpour Getabi was published by the Institute of Cultural and Social
Studies of the Ministry of Science, Research and Technology. The book consists of
four chapters, with the first dealing with the classroom and the issue of gender. The
second chapter focuses on gendered society and gendered class. The third chapter is
on women in the university while the fourth chapter deals with the distracting
environment for women students in the classroom.

The data of the book is based on a survey of Iranian universities, with the sample
population being male and female students who, in some parts of the research, were
used in a combined form through semi-structured interviews and group
discussions.

The book is centered on three fundamental questions in order to examine the
challenges faced by students in experiencing gender differences: Is the classroom
experience differs for male and female students? Does the university, which is
supposed to help adjust inequality, implicitly move towards reproducing inequality
and hierarchical power? And why are the experiences of boys and girls different
despite the same conditions in the classroom?

THE MOST IMPORTANT CRITICAL POINTS

1) The Research Idea in Conjunction with Gender Perspective

The advantage of this book is its main and central idea, which seeks to identify and
find the root of the possible construction of gender differences in the academic
environment. The movement of the book from rationality i.e. the learning discourse
to recognizing concrete cultural and social experiences is a neglected matter for the
university.

It seems that in raising question whether or not the classroom in Iranian
universities is a matter of gender is a problem itself in terms of the principle of the
research. This is while being sexual may possibly be meaningful in many areas, but
may not necessarily cause problems. Thus, the gender problem of the class is not an
absolute problem, and it becomes so, for example, when it is able to disrupt the



nature of the classroom, the learning process, individual or collective identity of the
students or the identity of the university, etc. However, it is appropriate that
researchers in the field of gender studies do not inadvertently contribute to the
reproduction of the gendering of the fields with the aim of resolving the issues
related to the gender perspective.

Therefore, entering into gender studies is always not necessary to combine the
idea of research with a gender perspective. Because according to this view,
constructivism of gender identities in the university is probably the outcome of a
gendered society, a gendered university, gendered content, gender-oriented
professor, etc., which may not be specific examples of a university culture or the
interpretation of a book on academic tradition.

2) Experience of Gender Difference

In explaining the experience of gender difference in class, the author formulates the
proposition that "the experience of gender difference in the classroom is socially
constructed” (Habibpour 2017:43). But during the discussions, it seems that the
book explains the experience of gender difference more than taking into account the
social and cultural dimensions attached to learning and cognitive variables. This is
while; numerous researches conducted in the field of cultural and social attitudes of
students, their experiences have been presented in different forms of learning,
which has not been considered in the course of this research (Refer to Sirajzadeh et
al., 1395, 30-39).

What conceptualizes gender difference in varied social domains depends a lot
on the attitudes and position of genders in society. The new trends of women in the
university, like in other areas, can create a challenging process of identification,
which is very dependent on the social conditions and contexts, and definitely the
social and cultural issues cannot be analyzed only in the learning and cognitive
sections of the university. Findings of a research show that the providers of
textbooks did not believe in the inherent gender difference in the cognitive field and
reminded that any difference between girls and boys is in the cognitive cultural field
and is rooted in the different views of the society, family, and peer group and
parenting methods (Samadi, 2014, 83).

Therefore, the requirement and necessity of recognizing the gender difference in
the university is worthy of attention in order to provide appropriate social and
cultural preparations through teaching and learning to students, professors, and
university staff. Any social and cultural issue in relation to giving meaning to
learning beyond book formulations is important with regard to gender differences.
Most of the studies in the gender domain have considered learning assessment
around how to teach and content in line with empowering women and removing
institutional barriers that have become an obstacle for women's educational
progress (Joan Di Giorgio Lutz, 2017).
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3) Academic Identity: From Reproduction to Rethinking

Another strong point of this book is that despite the author’s unsuccessful attempt
in the process of investigating and recognizing the gender difference in the social
and cultural dimensions, he has investigated gender conceptualization in literature
and gender theories at the intersection with biological and social theories and,
finally turns the focus of the study towards social constructivism and explains
dynamic understanding of gender along with maturity, experience and rethinking
as well as mechanisms of gender difference.

In constructivism, as the problem is constructed the way we encounter with, the
book describes and explains the separation of its approach well. In this approach,
the traditional perception of gender changes in the process of reproduction. In this
interpretation, gender is not an assumed parameter and is formed with interaction
and mutual communication, and there can be seen the role of macro social forces in
adjusting gender identity. The book argues well that the classroom is a stage of
building gender identity in the university.

But what seems to be neglected in the explanation of the gender identity
construction is to pay attention to the evolution of women's identity and the new
identity construct in the classroom. The book merely emphasizes the reproduction
of identity in the continuation of family and society according to the structures, and
it conceptualizes gender in the classroom only through examples.

What is important in the social constructivism approach is dealing with new
meanings in new circumstances. Although part of the constructions can be rooted
in earlier traditions and in a sense reproduced in other objective frameworks, but
what happens in constructivism is that subjective realities can find a dynamic role in
building objective realities and create new concepts in the process of rethinking.
Students who enter university classrooms with social and cultural backgrounds and
are subjected to new conditions and education, they will be able to define the gender
difference in a different way and they are not just to reproduce their own culture in
the classroom. This is while this book almost reviews the role of intervening
variables of university education and learning but is silent on the university
environment as a social institution and its role in the construction of social
differences.

4) Women and University

The book, in the second chapter entitled Gendered Society and Gendered Class,
argues that the type of gender approaches in the society that is in the interaction
with institutions, including the family institution penetrates into the university
classroom and that the gendered class is actually a continuation of the gendered
society (Habibpour Getabi, 2017, 50).



The book explains two approaches and two parallel discourses with regard to
women in the university but considers the role of structure in the feminization
discourse of the university to be more prominent than agency. Considering that
there is a separation between students in the sense of newcomers and previous
batches or those in the process of graduation, it is not possible to have such
assumption regarding the gender approach in the classroom. The book points to the
effect of a different perspective on the learning style, as well as the effect of the
perception of ability based on the social status (women being lower). But what has
been neglected in this section in relation to women's challenges is that before
dealing with the effects of any unequal approach in the classroom, it was necessary
to first pay attention to the nature of this difference.

As a social and educational institution, the university itself has many interactions,
which more than anywhere take place in the classroom between professors, the
content of education, the educational environment, etc and necessarily it cannot
reproduce family and community approaches without any influence or intervention.
Rather, it can probably be a sufficient explanation for non-gendered approaches in the
classroom. Therefore, any lack of attention to interactions within the university can be
considered a type of research bias instead of the concept of "gender bias" mentioned in
the book (Habibpour Getabi, 2017, 48).

In the constructivist approach, the book emphasizes on the wide representation
of gender patterns, preserving the legacy of women's previous role, their compliance
with behavioral patterns and their repetitions. And the general understanding of the
classroom is reduced to the reproduction of authentic behaviors. Meanwhile, many
other researches in the field of women (Tayebinia, 2016: 254) show that after the
university experience, women are in the process of mental rethinking and start to
recreate their behavioral patterns and living policies, and the repetitions cannot
explain gender approaches in the university and the classroom to the extent of
authentic behaviors.

However, in its second theoretical approach to women and the university, in a section
entitled "Subjectification of Society and Change in Gendered Society’, by using
metamorphosis, it refers to the agency of women and their role in the adjustment of the
gendered society. The book also introduces the concept of "women's citizenship" as a new
subject of the female identity in the changing women discourse; knowledge-oriented
subjects, participation, response, rethinking, etc. (Habibpour Getabi, 2017: 55). What is
stated in the book in this regard is as follows: "Although at the beginning, women’s entry
into higher education, and even its feminization, the role of structure is outstanding in the
construction of women, but in the further stages and with the increase (qualitative) of
girls in higher education, their presence will definitely take on the color of agency and
women after attending for several years in the university, of course, in case of
democratization of the society, they can adjust the flow of the society from the gender
mode due to the subjectification of the society" (Habibpour Getabi, 2017, 56).
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Based on what is said above, the theoretical approaches of the book refer to the
dual discourses in the university, which will equally influence the classroom. It
seems that, although the book adequately explains the two discourse approaches,
the content of the book has not been able to classify demarcation existing in itself
and this can still expose the weakness of the structures of the method applied in the
book. As such, the role of the university as an institution in strengthening and
adjusting the gender inequality is not clear and the evaluation of the university and
its role in the identification interprets more in the passive than active state.

5) The Role of Lingual and Expressive Styles in Hidden Agency of Gender Construction

What is seen as challenge while concluding the text is how to use linguistic and
expressive styles in representing and reflecting the results? Although the book itself
looks at gendered lingual styles from another perspective and acknowledges exactly
the impact and role in the gender discourse. But since language and expression
styles can play the role of a hidden agent in the reproduction of gender stereotypes,
it is necessary to take into account all social interactions.

Using concepts and labels to explain the results of a research can themselves be
hidden agents in gender reproduction and construction. In order to argue and
explain the gender bias, the book in some parts has applied concepts, which are
appropriate in line with eliminating and modifying invalid stereotypes in the female
identity domain, and these concepts need to be examined and reviewed. Although
the book has tried to deal with the conventional understanding of the social concept
to bring its construction closer to the existing approaches in the family and society,
but in traditional university and academic researches, some concepts outside the
social context can be of conceptual bias and value burden. It is the language that is
both in the face and in application is the basis of building, perpetuating and
challenging meaning (Vivin Ber, 2005: 75). Accordingly, in order to avoid this
semantic confusion and degendering of the scientific research, it is suggested to pay
attention to this aspect. Researches in the gender domain, more than anything else,
require a real understanding of issues, imbalances and social ruptures.
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