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1. Introduction

Iran is situated in Middle East with the approximate 
population of 78.1 million people in 2013. Despite 
all the socioeconomic barriers that Iranians have faced 
in recent decades, the advances in science and 
technology have never halted (kharabaf and 
Abdollahi, 2012). Moreover, a look at Iranian ISI 
publications records demonstrates that they have 
remarkable number of publications. This indicates 
that Iranian Scientists have contributed to a great 
extent to the international scientific community in 
various fields including science and technology, S&T. 

Surprisingly, with all the restrictions imposed on 
Iran due to the political matters, Iran is at the top 
of the science growth in the world (Coghlan, 2011). 
MacKenzie (2010) emphasizes that the output of 
Iran’s scientific expedition is increased 11 times 
faster than the world’s average number.  
Science-Metrix (2005) has already confirmed that 
Iran owns the highest rate in science and the average 
yearly growth is 25% which demonstrates the double 
rate in just 3 years.  This reveals that Iranians are 
active in promoting science and technology. 
However, the portion of women and men’s 
participation in science and technology is not equal 
and despite Iranian women’s hard efforts to get into 
science and technology, they still face many barriers 

compared to their male counterparts. In other words, 
gender plays an important role in S&T trend. In 
the following section, we first look at the context 
of Iranian society and then we move to the role 
of gender in S&T progress.

2. Iranian Society through Gender 
Perspective
Iran is considered a male dominated society where 

patriarchal ideas are still practised in daily basis, 
socio-economic and political domains. Patriarchal 
culture is diffused in various domains and in family 
realm men have the right of decision making, marriage 
and divorce. This is enforced by some laws and more 
importantly by the culture of Iranian community. This 
has ultimately led to some women running away from 
male domination (Sreberny, 2014). Patriarchy is so 
dominant that Iranian women’s “... rights and 
obligations are defined in relation to their male 
relatives” (Kian-Thiébau, 2008). Gender inequality 
is present in various social layers. According to SIGI 
(2014), Social Institutions and Gender Index, there 
is gender inequality in employment and women have 
less economic autonomy due to the high rate of 
unemployment among them. 
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Figure 1 displays gender discrimination in terms 
of five dimensions of family code, physical integrity, 
son bias, resources and civil liberties in Iran. As 
can be observed, inequality rate in civil liberties 
is extremely significant and the rate of inequality 
for family code and access to the resources are high 
as well. While physical integrity and son bias bear 
no discrimination.

Figure 1. Gender inequality according to SIGI report (2014)

In spite of significant limitations on women’s civil 
liberties, Iranian women have not been silent. They 
have rejected males’ domination throughout the 
history. Nevertheless, the turning point for Iranian 
women occurred in the 1970s when Iranian society 
experienced the presence of an educated class with 
different values (Moghadam, 2011). Their values 
were against the existing patriarchal views in society 
and they demanded more liberty and equal rights. 
They also began to challenge the stereotypical 
features which have kept them as second citizens. 
This transition point granted women some freedom 
from prejudiced constraints. For instance, they forced 
some changes in the body of law to grant women 
more rights in society. 

It is remarkable to observe that nowadays, male 
domination is less practiced by Iranian men, 
especially younger generation (Ansari, 2008). This 
is the positive outcome of Iranian feminists’ 
movements. These changes have also made Iranian 
women much bolder in their interactions (Mohajer, 

2015; Jariah and Mohajer, 2012).
However, the success that Iranian women have 

achieved is not what they were hoping for. Even 
with all the improving evidences that we can observe 
in the context of society, gender gap is still prominent 
and should be taken into consideration seriously. 
For instance, based on World Economic Forum report 
(WEF, 2014), Iran occupies a poor standing among 
the other countries in gender gap. Iran stands at 
the overall ranking of 137 out of 142 countries. 
Therefore, it is obvious that Iranian women have 
to pass through long roads to achieve gender equality 
and justice.

3. Gender, Science and Technology
Technology and engineering are two paths which 

are less taken by women than by men (Legewie 
and DiPrete, 2014). Even in some universities, senior 
positions in S&T are mostly occupied by men 
(Howe-Walsh and Turnbull, 2014). Nevertheless, no 
one can deny the significant role of gender in affecting 
science and technology productivity (Sotudeh and 
Khoshian, 2014).

The participation of Iranian women and men in 
S&T is so varied and it appears that women are 
more interested in science while men are more 
attracted to technology and engineering. According 
to UNICEF Annual Report, “In 2009, more than 
half of all Iranian university students, 68% of the 
students in science and 28% in engineering were 
women” (UNICEF Annual Report, 2011). This 
confirms the fact that Iranian women are more 
inclined to get involved in science than engineering. 
Nevertheless, there is a study by Masood (2006) 
which discloses that 70% of university students’ 
population in science and engineering are female. 
However, this high rate needs to be revised and 
confirmed by other researchers in this field due to 
the common agreement on gender gap among 
Iranians in S&T. Moreover, it is important to consider 
women’s participation in S&T after their graduation 
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as well. For instance, despite large number of females 
at university level, Moghadam (2010) expresses that 
in managerial high positions, Iranian women’s 
involvement possess a trivial ratio of 4%.  

In 2012 news was announced that 77 study fields 
such as engineering, theoretical physics, nuclear Physics, 
Plant Production Technology and some other fields are 
banned for women in 36 universities of Iran. It has 
caused many debates and arguments and finally the IRI 
Assessment Organization which runs the entrance exams 
of universities announced that there is a misunderstanding 
in this regard. They stated that 77 courses out of 22,800 
courses are announced exclusively for men in the current 
year and that this number does not decrease or restrict 
the number of seats available for women compared to 
the previous year (Nayyeri, 2013).

As for educational attainment and gender gap, 
Iran’s ranking is 108 based on a report from World 
Economic Forum (WEF, 2014). This number is far 
from the women’s ideal expectations. The forum, 
however, indicates a significant difference between 
women and men at the literacy level where men 
score higher. Gender gap in primary and secondary 
education enrolment is minor and in tertiary level 
is equal. The latter is also approved by the Social 
Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI). The following 
table adopted from WEF, 2014 describes it well.

Nevertheless, WEF has been questioned by some 
scholars in Iran. For instance, it is argued that although 
sexual discrimination is obvious and prominent in 
Iran, the amount of gender gap is much less than 

the number that WEF has announced (Namazi, 2014). 
Their evidence lies in the comparison between Iran 
and the countries in the region. They emphasize that 
Iran appears to be more successful in the social areas 
such as women’s work force and political 
participation than the countries such as Saudi Arabia 
where there is no woman working as a high-ranking 
officer and MP. Yet, Saudi Arabia is ranked higher 
than Iran in WEF report (Namazi, 2014). 

In Iran, women face a paradoxical situation 
whereby their education is affected by a combination 
of both socio-cultural exclusion and women’s 
empowerment movements (Mehran, 2009). Despite 
this confusing paradox, Iranian women have been 
on top in some fields of science and technology. 
As an example, Maryam Mirzakhani, is the first 
woman in the world who has won the Fields Medal, 
Math's highest prize (Mathis-Lilley, 2014). Some 
other examples of successful Iranian women in the 
world are Shekoufeh Nikfar who is awarded the 
top women scientists by TWAS-TWOWS-Scopus 
in 2009 and Shirin Dehghan who was awarded the 
top woman in technology in 2006 (Wikipedia). There 
are more examples of successful Iranian women; 
however, most of them developed their works and 
achieved their success outside their original country. 
This can be mainly due to the gender discrimination 
which is still prevailing in Iran.

In the following sections, I present more detailed 
discussions on the manners in which gender 
discrimination is manifested in science and technology.

Table 1. Iran scorecard in educational attainment (WEF, 2014)
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4. Gender, Information and 
Communication Technology
Information and communication technology 

(ICT) has received enormous attention and attracted 
many people since its blooming popularity in the 
world. While ICT involves the society in a kind 
of social interaction, it has been suggested that 
it should be viewed from the social perspectives 
(Kaplan and Duchon, 1988). Iranian society has 
also been affected from ICT and gender has a 
specific role in the manners in which it is used 
among people. 

Iranian women use ICT to acquire information 
and increase their knowledge as much as they can. 
In addition, from a social perspective, ICT has 
some other advantages for Iranian women. Iranian 
women have found a quick way to express their 
voices and challenge the patriarchal norms. The 
evidence lies in the increasing number of female 
bloggers who discuss about gender discrimination 
and their rights. Shirazi (2012) believes that 
blogging has provided the opportunity for Iranian 
women and other marginalized groups to declare 
their demands. However, he emphasizes that the 
limited accessibility of rural women to ICT has 
restricted this population to take part in this area 
of technology.

As can be observed, apart from the educational 
benefits, ICT plays a much essential role among 
Iranian society. Besides, it has made a big change 
in women and men’s perspectives and perceptions 
about gender gap and discrimination.

5. The Underlying Reason
At this juncture, I would like to discuss some 

possible reasons for the gender gap in science and 
technology in Iran. Nonetheless, it is difficult to 
cover all the grounds of gender inequality. Thus, 
I will present some of the underlying reasons based 
on the discussions presented in the previous sections. 

5.1 Cultural and Social Issues
Cultural values and social interpretations in a 

society are very strong as they affect many aspects 
of individuals’ lives. While looking for the causes 
of a social issue, you cannot disregard cultural norms 
which are practiced by the people of that social 
community. Gender as being performative (Butler, 
1990), is defined by some acceptable acts which 
are performed by both females and males in a specific 
society. Therefore, cultural practices of a country 
can affect the ways in which women and men 
participate in various domains. In this regard, Jaja 
(2013) emphasizes “Gender issues are those activities 
or duties which differentiate a man from a woman 
that are within people and their cultural settings”. 

Moghadam (1991) emphasizes that marginalized 
role of Iranian women in society is the outcome 
of the social and cultural constructs which are 
prominent in Iran. Therefore, one can speculate that 
gender roles and cultural orientation are integrated. 
Grosso et al. (2014) utters that cultural values can 
form a kind of mind set that can affect social practices 
of people. Cultural values can also explain why S&T 
are mainly practiced by Iranian men. In a culture 
where women possess lower social status, the fields 
which can empower people are offered to men much 
more than women. Therefore, culture in Iran decides 
on gender suitability for study fields and can result 
in exclusion of women from masculine fields 
(Mehran, 2009). That is one of the underlying reasons 
that we have a small number of Iranian women 
in S&T.

5.2 Policymakers
In the beginning, I should state that policy making 

is not something separate from cultural norms in 
Iran and as Ostadalidehaghi and Béland (2013) 
mention “...various cultural assumptions about 
women interact and compete with each other within 
Iran’s policy-making process... but these assumptions 
are unequal, in terms of the political influence they 
exert” (Ostadalidehaghi and Béland, 2013). The 
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following examples elaborate this scheme more. 
The unequal cultural assumptions can be seen in 

various articles of Civil Code in Iran. For instance, 
the patriarchal culture, which is still practised in 
the context of Iranian society, has influenced the 
legal right to work for women.  In this regard, article 
1117 of Civil Code states the husband is able to 
prevent his wife from an occupation or any other 
technical professions which is not compatible with 
the family’s interests or it may endanger the dignity 
of him or his wife. Nayyeri (2013) elaborates this 
article and reveals that according to this law, women 
are not forbidden to work. However, it has given 
the right to the husband to decide on what is 
appropriate for the wife. In addition, he can ultimately 
prevent her from the jobs that he believes they may 
jeopardise family’s dignity. As it is clear, patriarchy 
has influenced this article in law where the authority 
is dedicated to men to distinguish right from wrong 
and make decisions for women. This can partly 
explain the reason why we have a small number 
of Iranian women in high status professions 
(Moghadam, 2010).

 There are also other policies and regulations 
which try to confine women and limit them from 
social participation in the society. As an example, 
government has proposed a plan for women to work 
distantly from their homes which will result in more 
gender segregation (Nayyeri, 2013). Another 
instance is observed when the Ninth Government’s 
policy makers decided to decrease the budget of 
the “Centre for Women’s Participation” to one-third 
and they also renamed it the “Centre for Women 
and Family Affairs”. The new title suggests that 
women and their affairs are defined not as individuals 
but as someone in family confinements.

At this juncture, I would like to note that it is 
very difficult for policy makers, who are mostly 
men, to consider women’s rights in their decision 
making. It is mainly due to the fact that including 
women may signify that they have to relinquish 

a part of their power. Moreover, giving in to their 
opposite sex is not a pleasant transition especially 
for Iranian men whose patriarchal culture dictates 
otherwise. We should clarify that it is not only Iranian 
men who are reluctant to consider women and their 
rights in their policymaking. This transition is not 
easy for a large number of men from different nations 
with different social backgrounds. The reason is that 
men find this change a threat to their social status 
and power. Men may feel insecure and anxious if 
they are not in power (Walker, 2005). Morrell (2002) 
has also emphasized on ambiguous feelings of men 
in response to women’s independence and equality. 
Therefore, this transition can create an ambiguity 
in their masculine role because they are not in power 
as before.

Following feminists’ activities in Iran, men’s 
power and autonomy is challenged by women who 
were so far considered second citizens. Iranian men’s 
strong ego made it even more difficult not only 
for Iranian women to pursue their dream for power 
and equality but also for Iranian men to accept and 
respect this transition of power.

Perhaps, the biggest recognized women’s 
movement against Iran’s policy makers is One 
Million Signature campaign. This campaign is 
pioneered by some feminists who demanded 
policymakers to put an end to legal discrimination 
against women and reform gender biased laws. The 
campaign was officially launched on 27 August 2006. 
One of their activities was to distribute leaflets in 
public to educate women on the discriminatory laws 
against women. The leaflet was entitled ‘The impact 
of the legal order on women’s lives’. The rationale 
behind this action lies in the belief that “...women 
who knew the law were more likely to fight for 
their right” (Sreberny, 2014).

The discussion above clarifies that, at some stages, 
we are not able to decrease gender gap in S&T 
unless we strive for a more gender neutral policy 
in Iran. Otherwise, Iranian women would experience 
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more of injustice and favouritism in science and 
technology as mentioned in previous sections. 

5.3 Women’s Choices
It has been observed in some cases that when 

women are given the equal opportunity to participate 
in social activities like men, they refrain from 
participating. According to Zhang (2014) women 
with the same opportunities and capabilities as men, 
are less willing to compete for the occasions which 
can ultimately result in advancing their productivity. 
She also notes that women’s reluctance to take part 
in competitions shows that they are less willing to 
go for the jobs with competitive nature and seek 
promotions. In the same vein, Caliendo et al. (2014) 
believe that women’s lower interest to take risky 
actions can produce and widen gender gap and in 
Iran, taking risks equals struggling with men’s power.

I would like to emphasize that although culture 
and biased policy making have very important roles 
in keeping women oppressed, we should not forget 
that it is women’s choice to struggle and take actions 
to elevate and lift up gender gap discrimination. This 
is well said by Shirin Ebadi, a former judge and 
human rights activist in Iran “Women are the victims 
of this patriarchal culture, but they are also its carriers. 
Let us keep in mind that every oppressive man was 
raised in the confines of his mother's home” 
(Brainquote). However, she emphasizes that we need 
fundamental cultural activities to reduce the gender 
gap in Iran. As stated earlier, S&T are mainly in 
Iranian men’s domain. Hence, it requires women to 
have strong will and enthusiasm to break this barrier.

6. What Can Be Done
Schools and specifically high schools can play 

an important role in reducing gender gap (Legewie 
and DiPrete, 2012) and directing boys and girls 
towards science and engineering fields (Legewie and 
DiPrete, 2014). However, the early years of 

childhood and their orientation at this period is 
deemed to be a determining factor for future 
tendencies towards various occupational fields (Tai 
et al. 2006). 

Moreover, education should be accompanied by 
information-rich contexts to be effective in shrinking 
gender knowledge gap (Fraile, 2014). This 
demonstrates the importance of the knowledge 
achieved via science and technology in various fields 
for both genders. In other words, science and 
technology can be used to decrease gender gap. 

Nevertheless, we should not forget that changing 
people’s perspective is among the first steps to be 
taken. What Iranian women need is to get the courage 
to stand against discriminatory laws and regulations 
and demand a balanced power in the context of 
Iranian society. Therefore, Iranian women need to 
be educated in this regard and the importance of 
S&T should be clarified for them to create motivation. 
However, Iranian women need to be persistent in 
their struggle to enter the masculine domain of 
science and technology.

7. Conclusion
Though science and technology is advancing in 

Iran rapidly, gender gap is still a big issue in this 
trend. Science and technology are mainly owned 
by Iranian men due to various causes expressed 
above. It is clear that Iranians cannot eradicate the 
gap over a night but both men and women should 
work together to promote their status in S&T and 
decrease gender discrimination accordingly. 
Apparently, culture, public awareness and 
policymaking strategies should experience a 
revolution to create a positive role for gender in 
S&T. Patriarchal culture should be moderated and 
ultimately eliminated in order to change both 
genders’ points of view and also policymakers to 
understand the important position of women in S&T.



112

Gender Issues in Science and Technology in Asia / IRAN

References
Ansari, M. (2008). (گزارشی درباره مردان فمینیست در ایران) A 

report on male feminists in Iran. (جامعه شناسی ایران) Iran 
Sociology.  Retrieved January 2012.

Ben Mathis-Lilley (2014). A woman has won the Fields 
medal, Math's highest prize, for the first time. http://www.slate. 
com/blogs/the_slatest/2014/08/12/first_female_fields_med-
al_winner_maryam_mirzakhani_of_stanford.html. Retrieved 
May 2015.

Brainyquote (Shirin Ebadi) http://www.brainyquote.com/ 
quotes/authors/s/shirin_ebadi.html Retrieved May 2015

Butler, J. (1990). Gender trouble: Feminism and the sub-
version of identity. New York: Routledge.

Caliendo, M., Fossen, F. M., Kritikos, A., & Wetter, M. 
(2014). The gender gap in entrepreneurship: Not just a matter 
of personality. CESifo Economic Studies, ifu023.

Coghlan, A. (2011). Iran is top of the world in science 
growth.  NewScientist, Science in Society. http://www.newscientist. 
com/article/dn20291-iran-is-top-of-the-world-in-sci 
ence-growth.html#.VVwd-_mqqko Retrieved May 2015.

Fraile, M. (2014). Does deliberation contribute to decreasing 
the gender gap in knowledge? European Union Politics, 15(3), 
372-388.

Grosso, J. L. E., & Smith, T. L. (2014). Explaining the 
gender wage gap: Is culture the missing link? Oxford Journal: 
An International Journal of Business & Economics, 2(1).

Howe-Walsh, L., & Turnbull, S. (2014). Barriers to women 
leaders in academia: tales from science and technology. Studies 
in Higher Education (ahead-of-print), 1-14. ISSN 0307-5079 
10.1080/03075079.2014.929102

Jaja, J. M. (2013). Gender equity, education and philosophy 
for sustainable development. European Journal of Social 
Sciences, Arts and Humanities, 1(1), 17-24.

Jariah, M. J., & Mohajer, L. (2012). Interruption as power 
ploy in women's conversation. Pertanika Journal of Social 
Sciences & Humanities, 20(4), 1193-1207.

Kaplan, B., Duchon, D. (1988). Combining qualitative and 
quantitative methods in information systems research: A case 
study. MIS Quarterly 12(4), 571–586.

Kharabaf, S., & Abdollahi, M. (2012). Science growth in 
Iran over the past 35 years. Journal of research in medical 
sciences: the official journal of Isfahan University of Medical 
Sciences, 17(3), 275-279.

Kian-Thiébaut, A. (2008). From motherhood to equal rights 
advocates: The weakening of patriarchal order. In H. S. 
Katouzian, H. (Ed.), Iran in the 21st century. Politics, economics 

and conflict (pp. 86-106). United Kingdom: Routledge.
Legewie, J., & DiPrete, T. A. (2012). School context and 

the gender gap in educational achievement. American 
Sociological Review, 77(3), 463-485.

Legewie, J., & DiPrete, T. A. (2014). The high school envi-
ronment and the gender gap in science and engineering. 
Sociology of Education, 0038040714547770.

MacKenzie, D. (2010), Iran showing fastest scientific growth 
of any country, NewsScientist, Science in Society. 
http://www.newscientist.com/article/dn18546-iran-show-
ing-fastest-scient ific-growth-of-any-country.html#. 
VVwe1Pmqqko Retrieved May 2015.

Masood, E. (2006). Islam and science: An Islamist 
revolution. [10.1038/444022a]. Nature, 444(7115), 22-25.

Mehran, G. (2009). “Doing and undoing gender”: Female 
higher education in the Islamic Republic of Iran. International 
Review of Education, 55(5-6), 541-559.

Moghadam, V. M. (1991). The reproduction of gender in-
equality in Muslim societies: A case study of Iran in the 1980s. 
World Development, 19(10), 1335-1349.

Moghadam, A. V. (2010). Where do professional Iranian 
women stand? (in Farsi).  http://www.feministschool.org/ 
spip.php?article5480After Retrieved May 2015.

Moghadam, V. M. (2011). Religious-based violence against 
women, and feminist responses: Iran, Afghanestan and Algeria. 
In M. Ennaji & F. Sadiqi (Eds.), Gender and Violence in 
the Middle East (pp. 141-152). United Kingdom: Taylor & 
Francis Group.

Mohajer, L. (2015). “Take over take over/you are teach-
ers/take over”: Disagreements and the construction of power 
among women. International Journal of Social Science and 
Humanity, 5(12). 1017-1023. Advance online publication. doi: 
10.7763/IJSSH.2015.V5.597

Morrell, R. (2002). Men, movements, and gender trans-
formation in South Africa. The Journal of Men's Studies, 10(3), 
309-327.

Namazi, M. (2014), Iran’s gender gap widens. 
http://en.iranwire.com/features/6136/  Retrieved May 2015.

Nayyeri M. H. (2013). Gender inequality and discrimination: 
The case of Iranian women,  IHRDC legal commentary. Iran 
Human Rights Documentation Centre. http://iranhrdc.org/eng-
lish/publications/legal-commentary/1000000261-gender-in-
equality-and-discrimination-the-case-of-iranian-women.html 
Retrieved May 2015.

Ostadalidehaghi, R., & Béland, D. (2013). “Women without 
guardians” in Iran: gender, cultural assumptions, and social 



Science and Technology Trends

113

policy. Journal of International and Comparative Social Policy, 
29(1), 48-63.

Science-Metrix, Scientometric Study (2005), Scientific col-
laboration between Canada and developing countries, 
1992-2003.  http://www.science-metrix.com/pdf/SM_2005_ 
002_CNS_Collaboration_Canada-Developing_Countries.pdf 
Retrieved May 2015.

Shirazi, F. (2012). Information and communication technol-
ogy and women empowerment in Iran. Telematics and 
Informatics, 29(1), 45-55.

Social Institutions & Gender Index http://www.genderindex. 
org/country/iran-islamic-rep#_ftn3 Retrieved May 2015.

Sotudeh, H., & Khoshian, N. (2014). Gender, web presence 
and scientific productivity in nanoscience and nanotechnology. 
Scientometrics, 99(3), 717-736.

Sreberny, A. (2014). Establishing a'Rights Regime'in Iran: 
Thinking communications, politics and gender together. In 
Padovani, C., & Calabrese, A. Communication Rights and 
Social Justice: Historical Accounts of Transnational 

Mobilizations, 152-163. Palgrave Macmillan.
Tai R. H., Liu Christine Qi, Maltese Adam V, Fan Xitao 

(2006). Planning early for careers in science. Science, 312, 
1143–44. http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1128690 Retrieved 
May 2015.

UNICEF Annual Report for Iran (2011) http://www.unicef. 
org/about/annualreport/files/Iran_% 28Islamic_Republic_of% 
29_COAR_2011.pdf Retrieved May 2015.

Walker, L. (2005). Men behaving differently: South african 
men since 1994. Culture, Health & Sexuality, 7(3), 225-238. 

Wikipedia http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Science_and_tech-
nology_in_Iran#cite_note-146 Retrieved May 2015.

World Economic Forum (2014) http://reports.weforum. 
org/global-gender-gap-report-2014/economies/#economy 
=IRN Retrieved March 2015.

Zhang, Y. J. (2014). Culture and the gender gap in com-
petitive inclination: Evidence from the Communist experiment 
in China. Available at SSRN 2268874.


