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Abstract

The issue of hijab and dress code is one of the essential pillars of an Islamic
university, and finding strategies for its improvement and promotion requires
reference to religious sources and expert opinion. Therefore, understanding the
discourse of the Supreme Leader—as the Shiite authority and guardian jurist—on
the matter of hijab is a social necessity in identifying effective strategies for
promoting it within universities. This qualitative research, using content analysis
method, first examined the Supreme Leader’s statements on hijab. Then, through
semi-structured interviews, the extracted categories were presented to 23 university
professors and scholars familiar with religious studies. After their validation,
practical strategies for improving and enhancing the dress code in universities were
identified based on the insights of these experts. The findings indicate that
university activities in cultural and psychological domains (such as organizing
hijab fashion design festivals, facilitating access to modest clothing at affordable
prices, strengthening ties with Islamic universities, and creating gender-specific
recreational spaces) play a vital role in honoring and enhancing students’ self-
esteem as Muslims. Moreover, strategies in educational and disciplinary domains
(such as developing academic materials on hijab from a global studies perspective,
and requiring cultural engagement for norm-breaking students) are among the most

effective approaches to improving the hijab situation in university environments.
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Extended abstract

Introduction

The Islamic Revolution of Iran introduced a distinct civilizational
discourse grounded in the inseparable relationship between religion,
knowledge, and culture. Within this discourse, the university has
consistently been regarded as a strategic institution responsible not only for
scientific advancement but also for the cultural, moral, and identity
formation of future generations. The Supreme Leader of the Islamic
Revolution has repeatedly emphasized that a university detached from
religious and moral values would fail to fulfill its transformative mission
and could even become a source of irreparable social and cultural harm.
Consequently, the Islamization of universities is not limited to curricular
reforms or scientific orientation, but extends to the cultivation of Islamic
lifestyle, ethics, and visible cultural symbols, among which hijab and dress
code occupy a central position.

Hijab, as a fundamental component of Islamic cultural and moral
identity, functions simultaneously at individual, social, and civilizational
levels. It represents not merely a legal or behavioral requirement, but a
multidimensional concept encompassing human dignity, moral self-
regulation, gender relations, social security, and cultural authenticity. In
university environments—where young adults undergo critical stages of
identity formation and socialization—the issue of hijab becomes
particularly significant. Universities serve as arenas where competing
cultural discourses intersect, including religious, secular, globalized,
feminist, and liberal narratives. As a result, the manner in which hijab is
addressed within universities reflects broader orientations in cultural
policymaking and reveals the depth and coherence of value-based
governance in higher education.

In recent years, Iranian universities have faced increasing challenges
regarding dress code compliance and the promotion of hijab. These
challenges have been intensified by factors such as the expansion and
massification of higher education, the growing influence of global media, the
rise of individualistic value systems, and the emergence of critical or
oppositional discourses toward compulsory hijab—particularly among
educated youth. In many cases, institutional responses have been
fragmented, reactive, or overly disciplinary, lacking a coherent cultural and
educational framework capable of addressing the underlying identity,
psychological, and social dimensions of the issue. Such approaches often
generate resistance, deepen the gap between official policies and student
attitudes, and ultimately undermine the legitimacy of cultural interventions.
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In contrast, the Supreme Leader’s discourse on hijab consistently
emphasizes cultural persuasion, rational explanation, dignity-based
approaches, and the avoidance of purely coercive or superficial measures.
From this perspective, hijab is framed as a civilizational value rooted in
human nature (fitrah), moral awareness, and cultural self-respect, rather
than a mere external obligation. Therefore, revisiting university hijab
policies through the lens of the Supreme Leader’s discourse offers an
opportunity to move beyond reductionist or control-oriented strategies and
toward a comprehensive, value-based, and context-sensitive model of
cultural policymaking.

Despite the centrality of this discourse, existing academic research on
hijab in Iranian universities has largely focused on attitude surveys,
sociological correlates, or pathology-oriented analyses of non-compliance.
While valuable, these studies often lack a normative and strategic
framework grounded in authoritative Islamic discourse and rarely translate
findings into prioritized, institution-specific policy recommendations.
Moreover, no prior study has systematically extracted policy-relevant
principles from the Supreme Leader’s statements on hijab and
operationalized them through expert consensus within the university
context. The present study seeks to fill this gap.

Purpose

The primary purpose of this study is to identify, conceptualize, and
prioritize effective strategies for improving and promoting hijab and
appropriate dress codes in Iranian universities based on the discourse of the
Supreme Leader of the Islamic Revolution. The research aims to bridge the
gap between macro-level cultural principles articulated in authoritative
religious discourse and micro-level policy practices within higher
education institutions.

Specifically, the study pursues the following objectives:

To analyze and extract key conceptual, cultural, and normative
components related to hijab, women’s identity, university culture, and
Islamic lifestyle from the Supreme Leader’s statements.

To validate and contextualize these extracted components through
consultation with university scholars and experts familiar with religious
studies and higher education culture.

To develop a categorized and prioritized set of practical strategies for
universities that align with cultural, psychological, educational, and
disciplinary dimensions of hijab promotion.

To provide a policy-relevant framework that can inform culturally
persuasive, dignity-oriented, and sustainable approaches to hijab in
university environments.

In line with these objectives, the study addresses two central research
questions:

How does the Supreme Leader conceptualize hijab in relation to the
university as a scientific and cultural institution?

What strategies can be derived from this discourse, as interpreted and
refined by academic experts, to improve the state of hijab and dress code in
universities?



Methodology

Given the exploratory nature of the research and the normative-cultural
complexity of the subject matter, a qualitative research design was
adopted. The study employed a two-stage methodological approach
combining qualitative content analysis and semi-structured expert
interviews. This methodological triangulation enabled the integration of
authoritative discourse analysis with field-based expert insights, thereby
enhancing both theoretical depth and practical relevance.

Stage One: Qualitative Content Analysis of the Supreme Leader’s
Statements.

In the first stage, a qualitative content analysis was conducted on the
statements of Ayatollah Seyyed Ali Khamenei, the Supreme Leader of the
Islamic Revolution, from the beginning of his leadership until the end of
2023. The data corpus was compiled from official and authoritative
sources, primarily the Supreme Leader’s official website. Statements
addressing themes such as hijab, chastity, women’s identity, university
culture, Islamic lifestyle, Western cultural critique, and cultural
policymaking were systematically collected.

An inductive content analysis approach was employed, focusing on
manifest content rather than latent or heavily interpretive themes. More
than 500 textual excerpts were extracted and coded. Through iterative
coding and categorization, these excerpts were organized into
subcategories and higher-order categories reflecting recurring concepts and
value orientations. The analysis aimed to identify policy-relevant
dimensions rather than theological exegesis, ensuring applicability to the
university context.

Stage Two: Semi-Structured Interviews with Academic Experts
In the second stage, the extracted categories were presented to a
purposively selected group of 23 university professors and scholars.

Selection criteria included: (1) academic expertise in cultural studies,
religious studies, sociology, or education; (2) familiarity with the Supreme
Leader’s discourse; and (3) a minimum of five years of university teaching
or research experience. Participants were drawn from multiple provinces,
including Tehran, Qom, Mashhad, Isfahan, and Shiraz, and represented
various academic ranks.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted to achieve two objectives:
first, to validate and refine the extracted categories; and second, to elicit
practical strategies for promoting hijab in universities based on these
categories and the experts’ lived experience of academic environments.

Interviews continued until theoretical saturation was reached. All
interviews were transcribed, thematically organized, and reviewed by
participants for accuracy and confirmation.

The integration of content analysis and expert interviews allowed the
study to move from abstract discourse to actionable strategies, aligning
macro-level ideological principles with micro-level institutional realities.

Findings
The findings of the study are organized into two main parts: (1) the
conceptual framework derived from the Supreme Leader’s discourse, and
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(2) the prioritized strategies for improving hijab in universities as proposed
by experts.

Conceptual Framework

The content analysis yielded a set of interconnected categories clustered
under four overarching domains: cultural, psychological, educational, and
disciplinary. Central concepts included the strengthening of Muslim
women’s identity, enhancement of self-esteem and dignity, promotion of
Islamic lifestyle, provision of gender-appropriate spaces, presentation of
positive role models, critical awareness of Western representations of
women, and the centrality of cultural persuasion over coercion.

Hijab was consistently framed not as an isolated dress requirement but
as an outcome of deeper processes of identity formation, moral awareness,
and cultural belonging. The university, in this framework, functions as
both a site of knowledge production and a cultural ecosystem responsible
for nurturing religious consciousness and ethical conduct.

Strategic Recommendations
Based on expert consensus, strategies were prioritized into two main
domains:

1- Cultural and Psychological Strategies:These strategies emphasize
empowerment,  dignity, and  positive  engagement.  Key
recommendations include organizing hijab fashion design festivals,
facilitating access to affordable modest clothing, collaborating with
producers of Islamic attire, showcasing diverse Islamic dress cultures,
promoting religious and cultural events, providing gender-specific
recreational spaces, and offering incentives and recognition for hijab-
compliant students. These measures aim to enhance students’ sense of
self-worth, belonging, and voluntary commitment to hijab.

2- Educational and Disciplinary Strategies:This domain includes
curriculum development on hijab and Islamic lifestyle from a global
and comparative perspective, engagement with committed and value-
oriented faculty, collaboration with universities in Islamic countries,
structured responses to norm violations, and the establishment of clear
yet proportionate disciplinary frameworks. Importantly, experts
emphasized that disciplinary measures should be embedded within
broader educational and cultural processes rather than functioning as
isolated or punitive interventions.

Overall, the findings underscore that effective hijab promotion in
universities requires an integrated, dignity-centered, and culturally
persuasive approach rooted in authoritative Islamic discourse and adapted
to the lived realities of academic life.

Keywords: Hijab; Ayatollah Seyyed Ali Khamenei; Higher Education
Institutions; Human Dignity; Education.
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