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Abstract

Women’s hijab in Iran has become one of the most controversial social and
political issues, especially in recent years, which is discussed and debated in
scientific, political, public and media circles. The purpose of this study is to
examine the reasons and solutions that the proponents of the hijab provide for
the continuation of the obligation of the hijab and to deal with not wearing
the hijab. To achieve this aim, the theoretical framework of moral panic
has been used. Moral panic is the process of arousing social concern about
an issue through the actions of moral entrepreneurs and the mass media.
This qualitative study was conducted using the method of content analysis
based on analogy. Texts including speeches, notes and interviews that were
published on the websites of official news agencies in Iran from September
2022 to July 2024 were selected and analyzed. The findings showed that the
moral entrepreneurs perceive women’s non-compliance with the hijab law as
a threat to the family, socio-cultural system, political system, and religion, and
construct women without hijab as folk devils, who create such threats to the
social order. Finally, they demand to control women'’s clothing in two hard and
soft ways. After the September 2022 protests, the moral panic based on elite-
engineered model to control women’s clothing has peaked and based on that
control measures have also been intensified. But it seems that it has not been
able to find social acceptance and the result has been the intensification of the
conflict and confrontation between the government and women who are trying
to gain the right to make autonomous decisions about her own dress.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Women’s hijab in Iran has become one of the most controversial social and
political issues, especially in recent years, which is discussed and debated
in scientific, political, public and media circles. Governmental control and
supervision of women’s clothing has a history as long as the emerge of the
Despotic Modern State in Iran, and it began with the decree to “Unveiling”
in the first Pahlavi era and continued with the mandatory hijab after the
1979 revolution. Despite the adoption of the hijab law, some women have
not obeyed it, and over the decades, there has been a gap between the hijab
desired by the moral entrepreneurs and women’s clothing. There have been
many conflicts and disputes between women and Hijab protection forces, the
most important of which was the social protests of 2022 following the death
of Mahsa Amini in the custody of the Moral Police. After these protests, some
women disobey the hijab law and appear in public without a headscarf. Even
though the defenders of the hijab and the control of women’s clothing have
tried to identify the hijab as a norm commensurate with the value of women’s
sexual chastity and they have introduced not wearing the hijab as a deviation,
but it seems that today’s society does not consider women’s disobedience
to the hijab law as a violation of the norm and deviance, unlike in the past
decades, and women are less often blamed or excluded by the society. Hijab
as a religious practice has been affected by the process of secularization
and in Iran’s social sphere, especially after the social protests of 2022, the
normative aspect of hijab, has been weakened, and now the controversy over
the hijab law has become one of the conflict points of the supporters and
opponents. Women'’s disobedience of compulsory hijab has caused the moral
entrepreneurs to take action to deal with unveiling and to make a serious and
new effort to redefine not wearing hijab as a violation of the norm and to use
different tools to maintain hijab and tighten the laws related to it. This study
answers the question: What reasons and solutions do the proponents of the
hijab provide for the continuation of the obligation of the hijab and to deal
with not wearing the hijab? To reach the answer, the theory of moral panic has
been used. Moral panic is “the process of arousing social concern about an
issue through the actions of moral entrepreneurs and the mass media.”

2. Method

This qualitative study was conducted using the method of content analysis
based on analogy. The comments, writings, speeches, and interviews of the
moral entrepreneurs of hijab (government, military, and religious officials)
make up the data of this study. First, the keywords including of hijab, women
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Women Who Do Not Follow Dress Code, as Folk Devils

without hijab and unveiling were searched in Google and contents that were
published on the websites of official news agencies in Iran from September
2022 to July 2024 were selected. After removing duplicate content and based
on the theoretical saturation method, 33 texts were examined then, data were
analyzed. In this way, the classes were determined based on the theory of
moral panic. Each text was carefully studied and in the next step, data coding
was done. Then the codes that were similar were categorized and placed in
main and subcategories.

3. Findings
According to the theory of moral panic, the actions and behavior of a group
of society are identified by moral entrepreneurs as a threat to social order.
This group is blamed for some problems, and attempts are made to introduce
them as enemies of society and social and cultural values. Moral panic needs
to depict the folk devils who harm the social order and the existence of the
society with demonic and undesirable behavior. Then the group identified
as a threat is labeled “deviant”, And a campaign is launched to restore or
intensify social control and pass legislation against that group. the data
obtained from the content analysis of the selected texts were categorized into
these six categories:

* Non-conformist women with dress codes as the folk devils: moral
entrepreneurs describe women’s unconformity with compulsory hijab
and appearing without a headscarf in public as seductive and demonic
behavior, which causes moral slippage and weakening of men’s
commitment to the family.

* unconformity with compulsory hijab as a threat: moral entrepreneurs
consider veiling as a threat to family, social and cultural system, political
system and religion. Also, some moral entrepreneurs attribute climate
change, drought, and natural disasters to committing the sin of not
following dress codes.

* Othering and exclusion: moral entrepreneurs consider women without
hijab as agents of the enemy, who help the enemy by not wearing hijab.
Therefore, this group of women is identified as “other” to facilitate their
exclusion and punishment.

* Humiliation and denying the agency of disobedient women: moral
entrepreneurs believe that women’s disobedience of the hijab law is not a
creative and conscious social action, but rather a behavior that occurs due
to unawareness and deception.

» proponents of mandatory hijab in their speeches, writings and interviews
emphasize the religious people’s concern about defying the hijab rules
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and its consequences. From the point of view of moral entrepreneurs, the
unveiling as a sin has caused dissatisfaction and displeasure of people and
religious people.

*  Proponents of mandatory hijab demand increased monitoring of women’s
clothing. They believe that stricter control is effective to overcome
unveiling. Therefore, they demand from the government to punish and
intensify the punishment for not wearing hijab.

4. Conclusion

Hijab proponents’ viewpoint and their actions regarding women’s
unconformity with hijab rules and the campaign which they have launched to
deal with not wearing the hijab have all the criteria of moral panic theory. First,
Concern, moral entrepreneurs identify women’s non-compliance of dress
codes as a reason for the religious people’s concern, and they themselves are
trying to intensify such concern. Second, hostility, Women who do defying
the hijab rules are introduced as folk devils who threaten social order, family
foundation, religion and political system and are even blamed for drought
and reduction of snow and rain. Furthermore, they are perceived as enemy
agents whose behavior is directed by the conspiratorial plans of the enemies.
Third, consensus, there is no consensus about “not wearing hijab” as a threat
in Iranian society, and moral panic follows the elite-engineered model.
Indeed, moral panic about women’s clothing is orchestrated by political,
religious, Military and other powerful elites through their control of the
major institutions of society. Fourth, disproportionality, moral entrepreneurs
perceive various threats from not following dress codes. It seems that they
represent the defying the hijab rules as a great threat so that they can create
concern in the society and in this way deal with the spread of not wearing
the hijab. fifth, volatility, moral panic about hijab sometimes erupts and
sometimes subsides. Although the discussion about the hijab usually goes on,
it becomes more intense at times such as the beginning of the hot season or
after social protests.

Keywords: Women, Hijab, Dress Code, Folk Devils, Moral Panic.
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