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The Social and Political Construction of Female Hair in Iran


Social and religious beliefs are central to the social construction of identity and presentation of the self. As a dynamic construct, identity corresponds to the change in social, cultural, and political environments and finds expression in new forms and images. Objects and artifacts associated with identity gain a new social meaning to accommodate the change. In this dynamic of change and construction and reconstruction of identity, the female body serves as a contested terrain. The female body, in its totality or in fragmented forms, has been idealized, theologized, and politicized to suit the prevailing construct of female identity. Female “hair” is an intriguing aspect of the social construction of female identity.


The history of contemporary Iran has demonstrated how female hair has been symbolized and politicized to shape female identity. Embedded in this identity has been the identity of the nation as modern or Islamic. This paper seeks to explore the dynamics of change in Iran and the change in the social meaning and social construction of female identity through veiling and re-veiling.


A female’s hair has been part of her natural beauty and feminine attraction. To curtail this female attraction many religions have dictated that women have to cover their hair in public. Historically Iranian women have covered their hair by using decorative ethnic scarves which enhanced their beauty.  Yet covering the entire body in a veil had less public appeal and was mostly confined to urban  settings.  In 1936, Reza Shah, the Iranian king, as part of his modernization efforts sanctioned the unveiling of women. This measure while well received by the elite and modernists,  was resisted by traditionalists. For modernists, the veil represented the backwardness of women and thus the nation. Revealing female hair in public was projected as sign and expression of modernity.  This was a major religious and emotional challenge for many women who were not ready to appear in public unveiled. Some resisted unveiling and wore head scarves or hats instead to mediate between modernity and tradition. Thus they constructed  a new symbol of cultural identity. As the trend toward modernization gained momentum, veiled women became socially marginalized. Modern and unveiled women represented image of Iranian females and Iran as a country.


The 1970s marked the rise of an “authenticity movement” in Iran and the change in the social meaning and symbolism of female hair.  Revealed female hair was politicized as an expression of Westernization and cultural decay. Some women wore veil and scarf to demonstrate their resistance toward Westernization.  With the establishment of the Islamic Republic of Iran in 1979, the clerics’ regime enthusiastically institutionalized female identity espoused by authenticity movement. Female hair was politicized, sexualized, and re-defined as “seductive.”  To limit women’s sexual appeal, the regime forcefully imposed veiling. Veiled women became symbolic of the Islamic nation which the regime sought to project.


Modern women resisted the veil unsuccessfully. Yet they managed to negotiate veil by wearing scarf instead. Once again the scarf mediated between modernity and tradition. This time, however, head scarves served as resistance against the veil.  Under the cleric regime, modern women became socially and politically marginalized and faced a contradiction between their own identity and the emerging “female identity” constructed by the regime and its proponents. In this dynamic of unveiling and re-veiling,  political regimes resorted to force to impose their will on women and in that process deprived women of having choices about their identity, self presentation, and places in society.


I will use a range of materials to support my article including: veil, hats, headscarves, ethnic head covers, and ‘maghnaehs.’ Moreover, I will display photographs of veiled women, women in hats, women in headscarves, women in ethnic head covers, women in maghnaehs, and women in high fashion and trendy scarves. These artifacts and photographs will further highlight the change in the social meaning and social construction of female hair and female identity in Iran.
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