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Using a qualitative sociological approach that combines thematic analysis with
historical-institutional analysis, this article examines the transformation of the gender
order in Iran following the Islamic Revolution (1979-2023) and its social
consequences for women. The central research question concerns the interactive role
of religious and political institutions in shaping women’s legal and social status. Data
were collected from two sources: (a) semi-structured interviews with 22 women
occupying different subject positions, including nine institutional administrators and
13 civil society and independent activists, selected through purposive sampling using
a limited-variation approach among urban, educated women; and (b) a review and
analysis of 45 high-level policy documents, including legislation, general family
policies, population policies, and five-year development plans, of which 10 key
documents were subjected to in-depth analysis. The findings indicate that Iran’s gender
order has undergone three stages: “institutional consolidation” (1979-1989), “relative
moderation” (1989-2005), and “intensified conservatism” (2005-2023). These stages
are documented with reference to major political developments, including the end of
the Iran—Irag War, changes in government administrations, and the implementation of
national development plans. The principal consequence has been the emergence of a
profound gap between the “normative order” and women’s “lived realities” in higher
education, employment, family law, and political participation. For example, although
women constitute more than 60% of university students (Statistical Center of Iran,
2021), their economic participation rate has remained at approximately 16% (World
Bank, 2022). In response to these structural constraints, Iranian women have developed
diverse strategies of civic activism, ranging from organized legal campaigns to
informal forms of action within the framework of the “politics of everyday life.” The
article concludes that an accurate understanding of Iran’s gender order requires an
integrated interpretation of the interactions among religion, politics, and social agency.
Keywords: gender order, state patriarchy, religion and politics, civic activism, post-
revolutionary Iran.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The gender order established in Iran after the 1979 Islamic Revolution has been shaped through a
complex and historically changing interaction among the state, religious institutions, family structures,
legal arrangements, development policies, and women’s individual and collective agency. This order
cannot be understood merely as the direct application of a single religious doctrine or as the outcome of a
unified political intention; rather, it represents a contested institutional configuration in which competing
interpretations of womanhood, motherhood, citizenship, equality, justice, and social participation have
continually confronted one another. Gender, in this context, functions not only as a cultural classification
but also as an analytical category through which the organization of power, resources, authority, and social
meaning can be examined (Scott, 1986). Although the post-revolutionary state institutionalized a family-
centered conception of femininity and linked women’s social roles to presumed natural and divinely
ordained differences, subsequent developments—including the expansion of women’s higher education,
demographic transition, urbanization, changes in family formation, digital communication, and the
emergence of new generations of educated women—gradually destabilized the coherence of this
normative model. Previous studies have demonstrated that Iranian gender policies have oscillated between
restriction and limited inclusion rather than following an entirely linear trajectory (Hoodfar & Assadpour,
2000; Paidar, 1995). Against this background, the present study aimed to provide a sociological analysis of
the transformation of Iran’s gender order between 1979 and 2023 and to investigate its social
consequences for women. More specifically, it examined how religion and politics interacted in
constructing institutional definitions of women’s roles, how these definitions changed across different
political periods, how a structural gap emerged between the official normative order and women’s lived
realities, and how women responded through legal negotiation, institutional participation, organized
activism, and everyday forms of resistance.

The study employed an integrated theoretical framework combining theories of patriarchy,
institutional analysis, discourse theory, and women’s agency. Walby’s conceptualization of patriarchy
provided a basis for examining the interconnected operation of gender inequality across the state, family,
labor market, cultural institutions, and public sphere (Walby, 1990). Kandiyoti’s concept of state patriarchy
was particularly useful for explaining the paradoxical character of the Iranian gender order: the state has
facilitated women’s literacy, education, health, and certain forms of public participation while
simultaneously regulating their mobility, bodily autonomy, family rights, employment, and access to
political authority (Kandiyoti, 1991). This contradiction produces educated and socially capable female
subjects whose institutional opportunities remain substantially narrower than their accumulated capacities
and expectations. The concept of the “patriarchal bargain” was also applied to identify the adaptive
strategies through which women negotiate restrictive structures without necessarily confronting them
directly (Kandiyoti, 1988). From an institutional perspective, laws and public policies were treated not
simply as formal rules but as regulatory, normative, and cultural-cognitive mechanisms that define
legitimate identities and expected patterns of conduct (Scott, 1995). The study further drew on Bayat’s
account of the politics of everyday life to interpret dispersed practices—such as manipulating dress codes,
using contractual clauses in marriage, postponing or rejecting motherhood, pursuing education, seeking
economic independence, and expressing dissent online—as socially consequential forms of non-collective
action (Bayat, 2010). This approach also made it possible to recognize forms of agency that do not conform
to conventional liberal or openly confrontational models of emancipation (Mahmood, 2005). Together,



these perspectives enabled the gender order to be conceptualized as a dynamic and contested institutional
field in which official norms are continually reproduced, negotiated, circumvented, and rearticulated.
The research adopted a qualitative historical-sociological design supported by critical discourse
analysis and institutional analysis. The documentary corpus covered the period from 1979 to 2023 and
included constitutional and statutory provisions, family legislation, national development plans,
population policies, administrative regulations, policy statements, and cultural documents addressing
women, family, employment, education, political participation, reproduction, and public morality.
Documentary analysis was supplemented by semi-structured interviews conducted during 2022—2023
with purposively selected participants possessing professional or experiential knowledge of gender policy
and women’s social conditions, including former public administrators, lawyers, economists, political and
cultural sociologists, journalists, institutional actors, and women familiar with the practical consequences
of official regulations. Participants were selected to represent both institutional and civil-society
perspectives and to capture variation in interpretations of religion, equality, family responsibility, and
women’s citizenship. Data collection continued until the major analytical categories had become
sufficiently developed and recurring patterns no longer produced substantively new conceptual insights.
The analysis proceeded through repeated reading, initial coding, comparison of official and counter-
discourses, identification of nodal signifiers and oppositional boundaries, and reconstruction of historical
changes in the relationship between normative policy and lived experience. Particular attention was
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devoted to expressions such as “divine nature,” “family protection,” “equal justice,” “legal equality,”
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“women’s dignity,” “choice,” “imposition,” and “awareness,” because these signifiers revealed how social
roles were naturalized, legitimized, or challenged. The documentary and interview materials were then
integrated into a three-stage historical model—consolidation, relative moderation, and renewed
intensification—while the credibility of interpretations was strengthened through comparison among
sources, attention to disconfirming cases, and the juxtaposition of official rules with participants’ accounts
of implementation and everyday negotiation.

The first major finding was that the post-revolutionary gender order developed through three
distinguishable but interconnected stages. The first stage, from 1979 to 1989, was characterized by the
consolidation of a religious—state gender order centered on motherhood, domestic responsibility, sexual
difference, gender segregation, and the protection of the Islamic family. In this phase, biological
differences were discursively transformed into prescriptions for differentiated social roles, allowing
restrictions on women’s public participation to be represented as recognition of their divinely defined
nature rather than as inequality. The second stage, from 1989 to 2005, introduced a relative moderation
associated with reconstruction, family-planning policies, the expansion of universities, professional
training, and reformist debates about women’s social participation. Women’s educational advancement
during this period was generally articulated within an Islamic framework rather than through an explicit
language of autonomous individual rights; nevertheless, it generated new skills, identities, and
expectations that later exceeded the limits of the official model (Hoodfar & Assadpour, 2000). The third
stage, from 2005 to 2023, involved renewed conservative population policies, stronger emphasis on
motherhood, intensified regulation of dress and public conduct, and attempts to revive elements of the
early revolutionary gender model. However, these policies confronted a transformed female population
that was more educated, urbanized, digitally connected, and conscious of legal and social inequalities.
Consequently, the return to earlier prescriptions produced a widening generational conflict and frequently



generated outcomes opposite to those intended. Across all three stages, the most important structural
consequence was a deepening gap between the normative order and women’s lived realities. Women
became a majority or substantial proportion of university students, yet their economic participation and
representation in senior political positions remained disproportionately low (Moghadam, 2003; Tohidi,
2016). Similar contradictions appeared in family law, where unequal access to divorce, child custody, and
inheritance coexisted with growing use of negotiated marriage conditions, powers of attorney for divorce,
consensual separation, and other legal mechanisms through which women attempted to increase their
autonomy.

The second major finding concerned the diversity of women’s responses to these contradictions.
Women were neither passive recipients of official ideology nor a homogeneous oppositional group;
instead, they developed a continuum of strategies extending from internal institutional reform to organized
campaigns and individualized everyday resistance. Institutional actors sometimes created incremental
change by reinterpreting administrative rules, modifying procedures, or expanding opportunities while
continuing to speak in the accepted language of Islamic values. Lawyers and married women used
contractual clauses and other mechanisms available within the legal system to compensate partially for
unequal family provisions. These practices exemplify patriarchal bargaining because they pursue greater
autonomy through selective negotiation with existing structures rather than complete rejection of them
(Kandiyoti, 1988). More explicit civil activism was represented by the One Million Signatures Campaign,
which articulated otherwise dispersed grievances around the central demand for legal equality and moved
women’s activism from criticism of individual laws toward a broader redefinition of citizenship and rights
(Nosrat Khwarazmi et al., 2020). Later movements, including the Girls of Revolution Street and the 2022
Woman, Life, Freedom protests, revealed the increasing political significance of the body, clothing,
personal choice, and digitally mediated self-expression. Decisions concerning dress, marriage, fertility,
employment, and online participation acquired political meaning because they challenged the state’s
capacity to define legitimate femininity. These findings support Bayat’s argument that under restricted
political conditions, cumulative social change can emerge from dispersed and apparently nonpolitical
practices in everyday life (Bayat, 2010). They also indicate that legal or jurisprudential analysis alone
cannot adequately explain the reproduction and transformation of gender relations (Mir-Hosseini, 1996).
The proposed three-stage model therefore extends the idea of state patriarchy by demonstrating that
religious—state gender orders remain unstable: their institutions produce both conformity and the social
capabilities that enable resistance. Oscillation between accommodation and intensified control is
consequently not incidental but a structural response to the unresolved tension between official norms and
changing social realities.

The study concludes that Iran’s post-revolutionary gender order is a dynamic, multilayered, and
internally contradictory system situated in an unfinished transition. It has not succeeded in fully
reproducing a traditional model of gender relations, yet it has also prevented the institutionalization of
comprehensive legal and social equality. Its central contradiction lies in the simultaneous production of
educated, capable, and publicly aware women and the maintenance of laws, policies, and cultural
expectations that restrict the practical realization of those capacities. The widening distance between the
official normative order and women’s lived experiences has weakened the persuasiveness of uniform
representations of ideal womanhood and has encouraged multiple forms of negotiation, adaptation, and
resistance. Women’s agency operates across formal and informal domains: it is visible in administrative



reinterpretation, legal bargaining, professional advancement, organized campaigns, digital expression,
reproductive choices, and routine challenges to prescribed conduct. The theoretical contribution of the
study lies in its three-stage model of consolidation, relative moderation, and renewed intensification,
which explains both the historical variability and continuing instability of a religious—state gender order.
The practical implication is that effective gender policy cannot be achieved through the unilateral
reinforcement of normative prescriptions. Sustainable reform requires recognition of women as diverse
social actors, revision of unequal family provisions, reduction of the gap between educational attainment
and employment, greater access to political decision-making, more pluralistic media representation, and
institutional mechanisms through which state actors and civil-society representatives can engage in
meaningful dialogue. Ultimately, Iranian women should be understood neither as passive victims nor as
ideological subjects of a single discourse, but as knowledgeable actors who actively construct and
reconstruct the meaning of womanhood within an ongoing struggle over power, rights, identity, and social
recognition.
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