
Women and legal challenges in Iran 

Despite different and superior position of the Iranian women compared to their counterparts in other 

countries in the Middle East, there is still room for improvement of their situation in certain areas 

when the status quo is compared with international standards. An example to the point is the share 

of women from political positions and posts in the country. Global average for women’s share in 

occupying political and governmental posts is 25-30 percent. However, the corresponding figure for 

Iran during past years has been consistently below 10 percent (mostly about 5 percent) and efforts 

are underway to improve this figure. To achieve this goal, certain organizations including the “Society 

of Modernist Muslim Women,” “Association of Reformist Women,” and “Convergence Council of 

Reformist Women,” have been formed in past years incorporating various political currents and 

tendencies, with their main goal being to boost the share and participation of women in the country’s 

political processes. 

When it comes to laws, one of the most prominent instances in relation to women’s legal issues is the 

issue of their share of bequest. According to the existing laws, share of girls from the property of their 

deceased fathers is half the share of boys. Also, if with child, women will be entitled to one-eighth of 

the property of their deceases spouses, and if the deceased has no child or grandchild, that figure will 

increase to one-fourth. Of course, these laws have their own conditions as well as “musts and must-

nots.” During recent years, lawmakers have taken steps to improve this situation and boost the legal 

status of women. Among those measures was amendment of certain laws, including Article 946 of the 

Civil Code, which took place in February 2008 through a bill drawn up by Iranian lawmakers and after 

asking the juristic viewpoints of the Leader of the Islamic Revolution. Before that year, women’s share 

of their deceased spouses’ bequest was limited to movable property, but after amendment of that 

law, women can have a share of their deceased spouses’ immovable property as well. 

Another example of legal challenges facing Iranian women is related to the custody of children. For 

many years, Iranian law stipulated that mothers would have the custody of boys up to the age of 2 

years and girls up to the age of seven years. After that, in case of final divorce, children would be in 

custody of their fathers. Of course, after amendment of the relevant article of the Civil Code, that is, 

Article 1169 of that code, children, whether boy or girl, will be preferably in custody of their mothers 

until they reach the age of 7. Meanwhile, a note was added to the aforesaid amended article of law in 

2003 according to which even when children reach the age of 7, a court of law will decide about 

continuation of the custody. 

There are various instances of such challenges in political and legal systems as well as social and 

cultural spheres of Iran for women, which constitute a wide range from judicial processes, as well as 

civil and legal obligations, family laws, type of clothing and so forth, to patriarchal factors, especially 

in local subcultures. However, due to the existence of necessary determination to improve the 

situation of women, their conditions have been moving toward positive changes. 

In view of the above facts and examples, one can claim that study of the status of women in Iranian 

society needs a profound and all-inclusive approach based on the country’s history, indigenous 

culture, as well as national and religious values, in order to understand the realities of women’s status 

and rights in this society. 

The hijab is one the most important legal struggle for women in Iran. Hijab has an important place in 

the power dynamic between society and the ruling Iranian regime. During the revolution in 1978-79, 



led by Ayatollah Khomeini, the hijab became a symbol of resistance and protest against the monarchy 

of Mohammad Reza Shah. The Pahlavi regime of the Shah and his predecessor had attempted to 

modernize the country, but its policies clashed with the religious values of a large part of the 

population. 

Publicly wearing a hijab became a symbol of protest and solidarity against the monarchy, regardless 

of how religious a woman was. But wearing a veil was not compulsory for protesters, neither was 

making it so a demand driving the revolution. 

Within a few years of the revolution, the Iran-Iraq war was used as an excuse to clamp down on 

domestic opposition forces and to introduce strict domestic laws. In 1985, it became mandatory for 

women to wear the hijab with a law that forced all women in Iran, regardless of their religious beliefs, 

to dress in accordance with Islamic teachings. The hijab became a tool for implementing the 

government’s strict religious ideology. 

The law is also used to justify the regime’s increasing involvement in citizens’ private lives. From an 

early age, girls are forced to wear headscarves in school and public places. Teenagers and young 

people in Iran are routinely stopped by the “morality police” responsible primarily for policing people’s 

appearances and adherence to wearing the hijab. 

For women it is the way they wear their headscarves and the length of their overcoats. Men are 

prohibited from wearing shorts, having certain haircuts that could be seen as Western, and wearing 

tops with “Western” patterns or writings. In recent years, it has become common practice for the 

police to raid private parties, arresting both girls and boys on the basis of not adhering to the hijab 

law. Punishments range from fines to two months in jail. 

Such violations of citizens’ private lives add to a lack of happiness, satisfaction, and hope in Iranian 

society. This is something the government has acknowledged as one of the many social crises facing 

the nation. The protests against the hijab followed widespread demonstrations in late 2017 that shook 

over 80 cities in Iran. Many of the social analyses of these recent protests, which were in large part 

fuelled by economic hardships, point to a strong mood of hopelessness. 

The compulsory hijab law contributes to this mood, which is pushing opposition to the regime into the 

private sphere of people’s lives. It is this hidden opposition that fuels the scattered, yet strong public 

displays of unrest in Iran against the oppressive forces of the regime. 

As the anniversary of the 1979 revolution approaches on February 11, some women are boldly 

bringing these protests back into the public arena. By protesting against the mandatory hijab law, 

Iranians are protesting against the very ideology of the regime. 

The hijab has once again become a symbol, this time of the ideology and power of a regime over its 

people. By protesting this notion, Iranians are drawing a boundary for the government: individuals 

have the right to their body and their appearance and this is not a matter for the governing regime to 

enforce. 
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