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Abstract: The 1979 Revolution, popularly known as Islamic Revolution, demarcates a unique form of 
revolution in the twentieth century in its predominant anti-western and anti-westernized modernity 
undertone. While the authoritarian, monarchical Pahlavi regime was viewed as aping western cultural 
practices, secularism and western modernity, the Islamic Republic established following the 1979 
Revolution undertook a path towards revivalism of Islam. The process of Islamization adopted for such 
revivalism made significant visible changes in the Iranian society. Most of the sources of such changes 
seem to be projected on Iranian women, viewed as cultural bearers of the Islamic Republic, in terms of 
changes in family law, physical appearance, accessibility to public space, etc. The aim of such changes 
was to have a patriarchal control over women’s sexuality under the garb of religion and the result, 
inevitably, led to deepening of already-existing gender discrimination of the Iranian women.  
The paper would therefore investigate the process and arenas through which the Islamic Republic instil 
control on Iranian women’s sexuality and the means which women incorporated via choices in their 
lifestyle, accessing the public space and in resistance to express their sexual freedom in a 
hypermasculine, heteronomous sexual normativity and control of the Islamic Republic. The analytical 
study finds that while Islamization process following 1979 remained a constant means for the state 
authority’s control over Iranian people, especially women, the wave of reformism since the 90s has 
actually led to a changing pattern and perhaps a softening stance by the state authority in controlling 
women’s sexuality. This is mainly due to the rising number of Iranian women youth and their social 
mobility, who do not condone to the state’s ways of controlling over sexuality in totality but rather want 
to express their agency via means of their personal choice in conducting their everyday lives.  
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Introduction: The Iranian Revolution of 1979 saw the rise of a sexual counter-revolution and a struggle 
over women’s sexuality against the modernization and westernization projects of the monarchical 
Pahlavi regime (1921-1978) where women’s “emancipation” was limited and beneficiary only to the 
already-emancipated urban elite class women. Following the establishment of the Islamic Republic, on 
26 February 1979 Ayatollah Khomeini (1902-1989), the leader of the Iranian Revolution who later became 
the Supreme Leader of the new Islamic Republic of Iran, abolished the Pahlavi’s Family Protection Laws 
and revoked women’s rights to serve as judges on 3 March 1979. The Family Protection Law of the earlier 
regime was suspended; the minimum age of marriage for women was reduced to 13; divorce was granted 
to men on demand and polygamy and temporal marriage were declared legal without the requirement 
of the first wife’s consent. Also, through an edict on 6 March 1979, Khomeini imposed re-veiling (hijab) 
on all women. Two days after, on the International Women’s Day, thousands of women from both 
secular and religious backgrounds, turned the scheduled victory celebration of the overthrow of the 
Pahlavi rule into a demonstration against the compulsory re-veiling. On 29 March, Khomeini also 
announced complete gender-segregation of all beaches, sports activities and schools. Re-veiling became 
mandatory legally in 1983 by the Parliament through the passing of the Islamic Punishment Law (Qesas) 
that stipulated 74 lashes for violation of the hijab. Through gender-segregation, control and conceal of 
women’s bodies by enacting in-egalitarian laws and mobilizing moral polices or morality squads in 
public spaces, the new Islamic Republic’s state-building project ensued. The idea to “Islamicize” Iranian 
women, based on inspirations of Islamic women like Fatimah and Zeynab, started as a project to 
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establish the images of women’s sexual morality and their proper and important role as mothers and 
wives, as opposed to the “indecency” of Pahlavi’s modern, secularized Iranian women.   
Appearance of the Body:  

 

The first Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khomeini was a strong believer of gender relations as being the key 
to social change that is to be brought into effect through “Islamic appearance” and paak saazior 
(cleansing of society). Since women were regarded as signifier of national unity, the Iranian women’s 
position and behavior were first focused in its Islamization process [1]. Therefore, the Cultural 
Revolution (1980-1982) project undertaken by the new Islamic Republic in the immediate aftermath of 
the 1979 revolution gave precedence to redefining the gender roles through a return to Islamic values, 
reflected mainly in the appearance of women through compulsory veiling (hijab) whereby veiled women 
symbolized moral and social transformation of the new regime [2].  
 
In this case, the pre-revolution regime was associated with the concept of gharbzadegi (westoxication), a 
term popularized by Jalal Al-e Ahmad. In its attempts of cultural revival, the question of women took 
the central position, locating the “sites of social sickness in the bodies of women” [3, pp.60] and rejecting 
“westoxicated” women who embodied social ills like imperialism, consumerism and moral corruptness 
[4]. Gharbzadegi (westoxicated) women were perceived to be the reason behind the degradation of 
Islamic values, cultures and the weakening of the family. The new Islamic paradigm led to a shift in 
women’s image which sought to create the image of an ideal woman who is “modern yet modest”, 
making women the bearers of moral health and political fate of the Islamic Republic [4].  
 
Hijab (veil), therefore, became symbolic of pious, moral Muslim womanhood and Islamic dress code 
became a political tool of the Islamic Republic [5]. The imposition of veil comes from the politicization 
and sexualization of the female hair and veiling or covering of the head seen as a means of controlling 
women’s sexuality and the political gaze (also the male gaze) of the Islamic Republic [6]. Alec Balasescu 
(2005), a scholar in fashion photography, in his visit to Tehran, observed that female bodies in the 
streets of Iran are subjected to fulfilling the requirements of hijab. Apart from head covering, the modest 
female body in the public sphere should be one which is immobile in its gestures and movements. He 
further noticed that acceptable forms of female mobility is acknowledged only in terms of her presence 
in the domestic space [7].   
 
Observance of strict Islamic dress code led to emergence of newer political discourse like the ‘bad hijab’, 
which is non-following of the official dress code, and legal sanctions were imposed on violators of the 
said form. The reason behind the imposition of hijab was justified as provider of safety and security for 
women in the public space, and provides a shield of respect and dignity for women [8]. Without veil, it 
is believed, women would be prone to moral corruption. The public appearance of the female body, 
therefore, became the central focus of the Islamic Republic’s “purification process” that demarcates a 
departure from the moral corruption of the West and the revivalism of Islamic values in the country. 
Women in the first decade of the Islamic Republic had limited choice but to maintain this homogenous 
image of women in their officially-codified dark-colored (black, brown, navy and grey) traditional 
chador (a head-to-toe covering cloak), and hence a dark image in the public space, deprived of self-
expression and individuality.    
 
Despite the state-imposed appearance of the female body, the youth of the country comprising about 70 
per cent of the total population in Iran has mostly shown non-conformity with the official position on 
this matter. The advent of globalization, increase of consumer capitalism and the internet have led to a 
shifting discourse on the issue of women’s public appearance. Many scholars noted the point of such 
shift since the presidency of reformist Mohammad Khatami era (1997-2005) which paved way for 
relaxation in the more than a decade-long strict Islamic dress code. Though relaxation did not lift 
mandatory imposition of hijab in the public sphere, but the introduction of colors in the dress other 
than the officially-codified dark colors, newer patterns of fabric and the variant forms of wearing one’s 
hijab and manteaux (loose overcoat covering the whole body) show a shifting discourse. The concept of 
bad hijabi (improper veiling) underwent a direct challenge with modern, urban, middle-class young 
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women sporadically adopted colors and fashion for their styles [9]. Adopting a changing fashion became 
a form of self-expression for women, for their individuality which is suppressed by the state-intended 
image of women’s homogeneity in the public space [6].  
 
Nevertheless, changes in forms of clothing did not mean discarding Islamic modest clothing. In fact, the 
changes adopted in attire maintained a balance between fashion and Islamic dress code, intermixing of 
contemporary Western style with traditional Persian ones [6]. While in the pre-revolution regime, 
fashionable clothing choice (which were European/Western) was mostly followed by urban elite women, 
the adoption of intermixing fashion and Islamic dress in post-revolution Iran is more one’s personal 
choice and preference rather than of one’s cultural values. Accessing educational opportunities in the 
country resulted in social mobility for women which reflects this adoption by women across their 
cultural and economic backgrounds [7].  
 
Bodily appearance of women in public, therefore, became a form of resistance in Iran, a silent and 
persistent way of self-expression of their alternative and subjective images of femininity, sexuality and 
veiling in their daily conduct. Women now can be seen wearing bright and tight colorful manteaux, 
caprice (instead of long trousers), sandals, colorful hijab worn by revealing strands of hair and make-up. 
While degree of changes may vary for women, but this non-conformity in attire also meant challenging 
the state’s conception of women’s beauty which should be revealed only to her husband and hence, male 
control [6]. Body, thus, became a site of reclaiming individuality, subjectivity and personal needs, 
beyond the restrictions of the state in its attempt of creating subdued, passive and homogenous image 
of women by linking it with morality. In such a restrictive environment where violating Islamic dress 
code is criminalized, dress code regulations are mostly perceived by women as a performance, which 
varies from degree of absolute acceptance, pretense compliance to improper veiling [8].  
 
The gradual changes in body appearance made fashion in Iran normalized and part of one’s lifestyle, 
something which cannot be thought of in the initial phase of the Islamic Republic. So much as the 
appearance across socio-economic political backgrounds of women changed that with the coming of 
hardliner conservative presidency of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad (2005-20013), improper veiling re-emerged 
as a cause of major concern for the Iranian state. It was during his tenure that another wave of battle 
was fought by the state authority to have an upper-hand at women’s appearance in public. Many shops 
were closed which sold improper women’s clothing. The traditional chador, too, underwent 
modifications to suit the comfort and need of women active in their public role and a new national 
chador was introduced which has sleeves. The redesigning of sleeves in the new chador received positive 
response from women as it gave active women to be more in control of her body in public, unlike the 
traditional chador which, young women perceived to be uncomfortable. It can thus be seen that the 
state had to relax and even modify its own perception of women who are now claiming their own agency 
through appearance.  
 
Occupation of Space:  

 

The Islamic Republic in its attempts of “purification of the society” made a visible demarcation of the 
public and private space, making the former restrictive based on gender segregation. Access to public 
space and one’s activity in the public, therefore, also came under the radar of state scrutiny and 
surveillance. Public behavior has been disciplined through institutionalized means to keep in 
accordance with sharia through monitoring social relations in public places of all form, from cinema, 
parks to universities, by means of recruiting morality police and later, the para-military force basij. The 
societal changes after 1979 was observed by Fatemeh Sadeghi (2008) [9] as “domestication of 
heterosocial relations, meaning courtship of public places to private ones” [9, pp.254]. She further 
observed that the Islamization of public places transformed private spaces into more tolerant ones for 
the youth in exercising their freedom and sexualities, leading to a shift from public to private. 
Nevertheless, it should be noted that the changes in gender relations, dress code and public behavior 
made through Islamizing the society helped women from traditional, conservative backgrounds to 
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access public space, like educational institutions and employment sectors at ease and in large numbers 
as male members of their family felt comfortable to send their women outside alone in hijab, something 
which was institutionally restricted in the pre-revolution regime [10].   
 
Morality police or the Commission for Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice is employed 
through state mechanism as a means for the religious fundamentalists who control the state machinery 
to reinforce their traditional belief that men are to be in charge of women and women’s place is in the 
private. They use methods of both persuasion and violence, charged with “commanding the right and 
forbidding the wrong” [11, pp.242] to ensure strict enforcement and regulation of Islamic codes in the 
country, especially in matters of dress code and gender segregation and behavior in the public to rectify 
public disorder (fitna). The ever-increasing presence of morality police resulted in limiting women’s 
access to public places which state deemed not suitable for women’s presence like in hospitals, mosques, 
pro-regime demonstrations, sport stadiums. Every sphere of public space was segregated from beaches, 
schools and universities, public transit to parks and banned mingling of unrelated men and women, 
violations of which were a punishable offence. From policing women’s hijab to their public behavior, 
morality police has severely controlled and interfered in women’s everyday lives in the public.  
 
Public places hold symbolic meanings for women across age, and socio-economic backgrounds. Public 
spaces are not homogenous entity and women’s access to public spaces in a gender segregated society is 
dependent on the location and type of public place women are accessing [12]. In studying different 
public spaces, from conservative locations to what is considered modern, women’s preferences for 
public spaces is dependent on their mood, or rather their social functioning at a given time. Freedom 
and anonymity are attached with certain public places, like shopping malls or cafeterias in some 
localities, where women are more comfortable to observe clothing of their choice (while following the 
Islamic dress code), follow trends deemed fashionable which holds a certain class and to mix with the 
opposite sex, without fear of being harassed or being commented upon their public activity [12]. The 
absence of scrutiny of morality police in such places is another reason for opting for such places for 
leisurely time and socialization. Looking at it, women, therefore, perform dualistic role, one they are 
more comfortable of being themselves and the other to go by the social norm in the public, depending 
on the kind of place they wish to visit [12].  Preferences of public places also depend on women’s age, 
like Bagheri’s interviews with middle-aged women gave the idea that they do not feel comfortable or 
welcome enough in places deemed modern which is more suitable for the Iranian youth.  
 
Yet, women found new ways of defying, resisting, negotiating and outwitting such control and 
surveillance, not necessarily via overt movements of collective participation but by what Asef Bayat 
(2010) [10] calls “social non-movements”, carried out through daily-life/ordinary activities of public life 
and presence in sports, employment, education and like [10, pp.98]. The power of such daily life 
practices lie in its ordinariness and mere presence. Women’s presence and visibility in the public were 
asserted by various means, by means of daily complaints in public spaces, as Bayat calls “the politics of 
nagging” to what Hoodfar and Goreishian call “frivolous street parades” [11, pp.250] of women in small 
groups showing their variant ways of wearing the Islamic attire and asserting public spaces. Increasing 
employment of morality police resulted in harassment of women, which gave way for more strategic 
means of resistance, so much so that arrests and enduring punishments for violations by the morality 
police, for the young women, became a matter of pride and public recognition [11, pp.252].  
 
Defiance, however, did not mean a “departure from religiosity”, but rather an assertion of individual 
choice and entitlement by means of challenging orthodox claims of the state [10]. Women’s magazines 
like Zanan, Zan and Farzaneh  embarked a discussion on the question of women ranging from “how to 
improve one’s sex life, cooking, women’s arts in feminist critical discourse, deconstruction of patriarchal 
Persian literature, and legal religious discussions, written by Muslim, secular, Iranian and western 
authors, including Virginia Woolf, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Simone de Beauvoir, and Susan Falud” [10, 
pp.:10], paving way for public opinion on women’s rights and women as public players and active 
citizens of the country  among the educated section of the population. However, Fatemeh Sadeghi 
(2008) [9] opined that despite the changes in public appearance and visibility and accessibility of public 
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spaces, the traditional patriarchal power relations remain untouched, giving grounds for a 
compromising and negotiating role of women [9].   
 
Another form of expression of women asserting their visibility was in cyberspace. Since the advent of 
internet, Iranian women sought blogging as one of the forms of expressing themselves and having an 
identity “closer to self”, an identity of the invisibility of the physical that virtual space provided [13]. 
Blogging became major source of women sharing their personal experiences on pertaining social and 
political challenges they face. Many take resort to using pseudonyms to maintain their anonymity, to 
avoid backlash from the state authority which has increasingly limited internet access by means of 
censorship [13]. It is, therefore, this pseudonym which provides a safety shield, a virtual hijab, for women 
in discussing any topic under the sky relevant and closer to their personal lives. Virtual space also 
provided a means for women to not just discuss and share their opinion but also to interact with the 
opposite sex (online dating), a strict social norm which the Islamic Republic prohibits in the public. 
Virtual space has blurred the strict dichotomy of the public and private, giving rise to new avenues for 
people to transgress social norms and giving another way for the formation of new social and sexual 
identity in the Islamic Republic.   
 
Question of Sexual Conduct:  

 

Strict enforcement of sexual conduct along Islamic values defines Islamic Republic’s view of gender 
relations. As defined in the Iranian constitution, women’s position in the private (the family) is 
primordial, where a woman’s motherhood is glorified as a precious function in “rearing ideologically 
committed humans beings”, her social role as being with a struggler of man. A woman’s citizenship is 
defined in her task of motherhood, where her role in the family gets precedence over her role in the 
public, the latter being conditional on her fulfillment of her domestic responsibilities of motherhood 
and wifehood [14]. The question of women’s sexuality is predominantly dealt in relation to her husband 
whereby attention to adolescent and unmarried adult women remain largely ignorant by the state in 
educating about sexuality.  
 
Sexuality in Iran is not just a domain of religiosity, but also has cultural norms attached to it, like in 
most Asian countries. Issues concerning sexuality like sex, menstruation, virginity are still considered a 
social taboo, along with its religious undertone. The strict heterosocial relations recognized by the state 
also restricts the same among unrelated unmarried persons whereby pre-marital, extra-marital relations, 
even homosexual ones, are forbidden and treated as criminal acts [15]. Women’s sexuality is not 
homogenous but is conditional upon woman’s socio-economic, religious and educational background 
that shape it [16]. Various form of trends are found in Iran for women to experience, express and also 
conceal their sexuality, sometimes one interloping with each other.   
 
The changing social situations with the advent of globalization has affected sexual relations, especially 
among youth. Mass media, satellite and internet paved way for penetration of western cinemas and 
music videos in Iran and opened one’s access to come across various form of sexuality, so long concealed 
in public discussion. Along with this, the rise of pursuit of higher education among women resulted in 
late marriages, giving rise to youth exploring sexual activities prior marriage. Sex education, which now 
seems crucial to the international actors to cope up with this change in sexual behaviors all over the 
world, is been negatively perceived among Iranian adult population, while many parents believe sex 
education to unmarried adolescents would have negative consequence and give rise to more pre-marital 
sexual relations [17], [18], [19], [20], [21]. Sex education is also misperceived as equivalent to “education of 
sexual conduct” [17-21, pp.107]. While on the other hand, adolescents face embarrassment and fear in 
dealing with the complexities of puberty and questions relating to sexuality due to adult attitude 
towards sex education, resulting what is believed to be inadequate and incorrect understanding of 
sexuality [17], [18], [19], [20], [21]. Sex education among adolescent is also perceived to interfere with 
modesty of the young women, a social and cultural problem rather than a religious one [17], [18], [19], 
[20], [21]. 
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The social changes in the 1990s and its reflection of changes in sexual behavior among Iranian 
population was an undeniable topic for the state authority and the clerical group to ponder upon. 
Traditional and religious norms only recognize sexual relations to be heteronomous and that too, 
between married couples. Sexual relations are also viewed to be hierarchical garbed with male privilege 
where men are active, initiator of sex and physical being very much in need of satisfying his sexual urges. 
Women, on the other hand, are viewed as passive, provider of sex and emotional being whose task is to 
always be ready to quench her husband’s thirst for sex anytime he requires [22]. Article 1108 of Iran’s 
Islamic Civil Code states: “If a woman refuses to have sex with her husband without a valid religious 
justification, she has no right to maintenance” [23], making sexual relation with the husband and giving 
in to husband’s demand for sex a marital duty (tamkin) [22].  
 
As for unmarried youth, pre-marital relations are seen on the rise, where one’s attitude on pre-marital 
sex is dependent on socio-economic, religious factors. The increase in social mobility as a result of 
pursuit of higher education and majority of Iranian youth comprised of university-goers, made 
intermixing of genders more easy and relaxed, one main area being the university campuses as the only 
public place that did not undergo gender segregation. Social gatherings like “Hussein parties” in 
Muharram and evening parties at private places became arenas to explore one’s sexuality, both in terms 
of wearing attire completely discarding the Islamic dress code, consuming drugs and alcohol, dancing to 
music and having pre-marital sexual relations, which Pardis Mahdavi (2008) [15] termed as a “sexual 
revolution” against the strict control and surveillance of the Islamic Republic. Some unmarried people 
have also made use of the law on temporal marriage (sigheh) which was encouraged by the state to cope 
with the plight of rising war widows after Iraq-Iran War (1980-88). In fact, sigheh was encouraged 
among young people in high schools in the 1990s to curb the rising western trend of dating among youth 
[23]. The practice became more common among conservative Islamic people who took recourse to 
sigheh to avoid punishment on pre-marital sex and conservative women thus entered into practicing 
their sexuality without fear, and by legal means [23].  
 
Pre-marital sexual relations also gives newer social construction and meanings to the concept of 
virginity, a pertinent social and cultural taboo. Since childhood, fear of losing one’s virginity, the broken 
hymen, has been instilled across social, religious and economic structures. While most women 
acknowledged virginity as a cultural construct rather than a religious one, the protection of hymen until 
marriage still carries with it the notion of one’s pride, dignity and respect in social and family structure 
[16]. Virginity, therefore, according to Nafisi Sharifi (2018) [16] began to use as a “bargaining tool” for 
women to climb the social ladder and earning one’s power and respect in the family by modern means 
of “bride health certificate” which proves one’s virginity, replacing the traditional way of showing blood-
stained napkins and reinforcing patriarchal hierarchal sexual relations between husband and wife. 
Another measure of dealing with virginity loss among women is the remerging trend of “hymen-repair 
surgery” whereby one regains virginity by artificial means and protects family-honor and reputation [16]. 
Hymen-repair surgery is a well-known practice in modern Iran, which although reinforces patriarchal 
relations, also paves way for virginity as an accepted cultural construct which can be regained and 
reformed. The cultural construct of virginity also shapes women’s pre-marital sexual activity, where 
women are seen to be sexually active and engage in alternative forms of sexual relations, even 
homosexual ones (perceived to be a safer option), other than vaginal intercourse to retain their virginity, 
the hymen in essence [23].  
 
The unspoken yet visible trends of sexual activities among Iranian population also provided a platform 
for the state authority to recognize the changing culture and reformulate their traditional take on 
women’s sexuality, so long being viewed as ‘dormant’. Meanings of marital relations, too, underwent 
changes, where it is no longer seen to have the sole purpose of procreation. The state now recognizes 
concepts like sexual satisfaction of married couple, including its women, contraception, safe sex and 
sexual health. Mandatory pre-marriage council centers were formed across the country since 1993 to 
council registered couples who obtained marriage license [23]. Classes for counselling were gender 
segregated and both men and women are counseled about sexual health, contraception, sexual pleasure 
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and other such issues, a unique measure adopted by Iran. State-sponsored sexual guidebook in DVD 
format were also made available widespread in 2011, explaining sexual health issues from a scientific 
prism. [16]. Sex education, therefore, was limited only for married people or those who are in the process 
of getting married.  
 

Conclusion: Sexuality as a concept finds in the Islamic texts and the Islamic Republic of Iran, in its 
attempts of Islamizing the country in every aspects has made use of patriarchal interpretation of Islamic 
texts to limit sexual discourse in Iran in its strict boundaries of gender segregation, behavior and 
appearance. Women’s sexuality was given recognition with de-objectification of women’s body, a 
pattern of deviation from the pre-revolution Pahlavi regime. However, in its attempts of de-
objectification, women’s agency and right over its sexuality were severely damaged and restricted by 
institutional measures. However, the wave of reformism in the late 1990s showed the gradual changing 
pattern of women’s assertion of their sexuality by means of their own control over body appearance, 
visibility in public space, and in sexual activity. While it will be unfair to opine that the discourse on 
sexuality has completely transformed since the intended goal of the Islamic Republic, however, a pattern 
of change is quite visible. This pattern of change varies from women across their educational, religious, 
social and economic background, but a pattern of change has been seen in women across these aspects, 
nevertheless. The recognition of this changing pattern is reflected in the state authority’s newer 
approaches to redefine women’s sexuality and continuous projects of Islamization. The sexual discourse 
of women in the Islamic Republic of Iran also provide a classic picture of how everyday activities of 
women has created a general consensus of assertion of claiming rights over their own sexuality.  
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