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Women's hijab, their social agency, and their perceptions of the ways in which they express
themselves and participate in social life constitute some of the most significant issues around
which numerous social debates and challenges continue to emerge.

Drawing upon a qualitative methodological tradition and employing the Grounded Theory
approach, this study aims to explore and identify the various dimensions of the hijab issue as
a social problem in contemporary Iran.

The findings are derived from two phases of data collection—an expert phase and a
fieldwork phase—and are based on a total of 40 interviews conducted through expert
discussion sessions and in-depth field interviews. The analysis indicates that the hijab issue
can be understood through the core category of agency perception.

The causal conditions underlying the formation of this issue include Contextual
Disembedding, network disconnection, and the absence of persuasive mechanisms.
Furthermore, environmental constraints and male-dominated institutional structures were
identified as contextual conditions shaping the issue, while perception-generating
mechanisms and cost-generating mechanisms functioned as intervening conditions.

The strategies adopted in response to this issue can be conceptualized in two major
categories: identity construction and the enhancement of social and gender capital, and
people-centered governance. The findings further suggest that the implementation of such
strategies has the potential to facilitate profound social reforms.
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Introduction

In recent decades, women’s dress—and specifically the issue of the hijab—has transcended its
status as a mere individual choice or cultural norm in Iranian society; it has evolved into a
complex social phenomenon shaped by the interplay between social structures, value systems,
individual and collective identities, and diverse forms of social agency. The significance of this
issue lies not merely in the variations of dress patterns, but in the nuanced ways women
perceive and experience their positions as social actors. Consequently, the hijab has become a
contested field for the representation of identity, the acquisition of social status, the expression
of resistance, and the redefinition of gender roles. While a significant body of existing literature
has examined the hijab through normative, legal, political, or cultural lenses, few studies have
attempted to explain the mechanisms of its formation within a theoretical framework rooted in
social constructivism and the lived experiences of women. Furthermore, much of the prevailing
research either focuses on policy-oriented and normative dimensions or treats the hijab
exclusively as a cultural variable. Consequently, the social construction of this issue—emerging
from the dialectic between women's agency, social structures, and gendered social capital—
remains under-theorized. This gap highlights the imperative for a theoretical model capable of
elucidating the mechanisms of the formation, reproduction, and transformation of this
phenomenon. Moreover, dominant analyses often position women’s agency in direct opposition
to social structure, failing to recognize that agency and structure exist in a mutually constitutive,
dynamic, and reproductive relationship. Accordingly, this study aims to delineate the social
dimensions of the hijab issue in Iran and propose a theoretical model to understand its
formation and reproduction. The study focuses primarily on the concept of "perceived
agency"—a core category referring to how women conceptualize their own capacities for
action, choice, participation, and influence within the social sphere.

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative approach, employing Grounded Theory (GT) to allow theoretical
concepts and categories to emerge directly from empirical data and to anchor the explanatory
model in the participants' lived experiences. The data collection process was conducted in two
distinct phases: Phase | involved expert interviews and specialized focus groups with scholars
and researchers in gender studies, sociology, and cultural studies. Phase Il involved field
interviews with participants possessing relevant lived experiences. In total, 40 in-depth
interviews served as the foundation for data analysis. Sampling was conducted using purposive
and theoretical sampling strategies, continuing until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data
analysis was performed through open, axial, and selective coding. To enhance the rigor and
credibility of the findings, several strategies were employed, including constant comparative
analysis, reflexive auditing, member checking, and expert validation. These measures served to
strengthen the internal validity and theoretical coherence of the research findings.

Findings

The research findings demonstrate that "perceived agency" is the core category explaining the
hijab issue in lranian society. Perceived agency refers to the manner in which women
conceptualize and experience their capacity for choice, influence, social participation, and the
redefinition of their social positioning. Accordingly, the hijab issue is not merely about dress,
but is fundamentally linked to individuals' perceptions of their capacity for agency and their
ability to participate effectively in the social sphere.

Regarding causal conditions, three primary factors were identified. First, "contextual
disembedding"” (jakandegi-ye bastari), referring to the process whereby the hijab is detached
from its deeper cultural, social, identity-related, and communicative contexts, rendering it a
reduced and independent phenomenon. Second, "network dissociation," which manifests as the
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gap between diverse spheres of governance and social life, resulting in a distance between
cultural expectations and the economic and social realities experienced by women. Third,
"weakness of persuaders,” indicating the diminished efficacy of value frameworks in
internalizing social concepts, norms, and meanings. Data analysis indicates that contextual
disembedding, alongside network dissociation—which signifies a rift between the governance
system and citizens' lived experiences—Ieads to the erosion of women’s perception of their
agency. Simultaneously, the weakness of persuaders reduces the capacity of value systems to
transmit and internalize norms, exacerbating the divide between official norms and lived
perceptions. The culmination of these conditions is the emergence of contradictory
interpretations of the hijab issue and an increase in social tensions surrounding it.

In terms of contextual conditions, two main factors were identified: "environmental
determinism"—encompassing pressures, restrictions, and social conditions affecting individual
behavior—and “patriarchal institutional structures,” which influence women’s experience of
agency through patterns of power distribution, opportunities, and social resources. These
contextual factors create a landscape in which women’s perception of social agency is formed
and reproduced. Furthermore, the findings revealed two categories of intervening factors:
"perception-shapers,” which include non-rational factors directly influencing sensory,
emotional, and lived experiences; and "cost-generators," which attach material, social, cultural,
and political risks to reformist strategies, thereby impacting actors' choices and decisions.

In response to these conditions, two primary strategies were identified. First, the strategy of
"identity construction and the enhancement of social and gendered capital," which emphasizes
the redefinition of individual and collective identities, increasing social trust, strengthening
social bonds, and promoting women's capacity for participation. In this study, "gendered
capital" refers to the set of symbolic, cultural, and interactive resources through which women
gain greater ability to define their social position, fulfill social roles, and participate in the
public sphere. Second, the strategy of "people-centered governance," which is predicated on
social participation, public discourse, attentiveness to citizens' lived experiences, and the
utilization of persuasive mechanisms rather than purely prescriptive approaches.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study elucidates that the hijab issue in Iranian society is a multi-dimensional and social
construct that cannot be reduced to cultural disputes or political conflicts. It is, in fact, the result
of a complex interplay between patriarchal institutional structures, value systems, lived
experiences, and social networks, wherein the hijab has become a field for the representation of
identity, agency, and social status. According to the study's theoretical model, the formation of
the hijab issue is influenced by causal (e.g., contextual disembedding) and contextual (e.g.,
environmental determinism) factors, which, alongside intervening factors, direct women's
agency. A critical insight is that women’s agency in this field is neither in absolute opposition
to structures nor in total conformity to them, but is rather the product of an active process of
meaning-making and identity redefinition. Ultimately, this research concludes that to address
this issue effectively, one must transcend reductionist approaches and focus on profound social
reforms—such as bolstering social capital, enhancing public trust, and developing participatory
governance models—to reconstruct social bonds and strengthen women’s capacity for agency.
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