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CrossMask

The present study was conducted with the aim of understanding the evolution of the
concept of women's social identity in the thought of contemporary Muslim thinkers.
The significance of this topic stems from the fact that female identity in Islamic
societies has consistently been a contested domain among diverse interpretations of
religion, tradition, and modernity, with its reflections influencing the social, cultural,
and legal policymaking in Muslim societies. The research method is qualitative and
based on the grounded theory strategy, which, inspired by the social actors’ approach,
has engaged in content analysis of scholarly texts related to the views of contemporary
Muslim thinkers. Sampling was carried out theoretically and continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Data were collected through library studies and in-depth semi-
structured text analysis, and analyzed using the three-stage coding model: open, axial,
and selective coding. In this process, key concepts, relevant categories, and the
relationships among them were identified and organized to formulate the final
theoretical framework. To ensure the reliability of the coding, the intra-subject
agreement method between two coders was employed. The findings of the research
indicate that the evolution of the concept of women's social identity has emerged
through the interaction of causal, contextual, and intervening factors and conceptual
strategies in the thought of contemporary Muslim thinkers, and has been reflected in
theoretical and social outcomes. This study, by providing an in-depth analysis of
diverse perspectives on Muslim women, paves the way for designing indigenous and
religious models aimed at women's empowerment and enhancing their social
participation.

Keywords: Social identity, Muslim woman, contemporary Muslim thinkers, grounded
theory, qualitative content analysis, conceptual transformation.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The question of women's social identity in Islamic societies remains a deeply contested and
politically charged issue. The formation and transformation of this identity often intersect with broader
debates on modernity, tradition, and religious interpretation. In contexts undergoing rapid sociocultural
transitions, such as Muslim-majority societies, these tensions become particularly pronounced, especially
when juxtaposed with Western paradigms of gender equality. As contemporary Muslim societies attempt
to reconcile religious teachings with the imperatives of modernization, thinkers have articulated diverse,
and at times conflicting, perspectives on the role and identity of women. Gender identity, as a key
dimension of social identity, becomes a mirror reflecting broader structural tensions between traditional
values and the demands of modern life (Hakimpour, 2003). In transitional societies, identity crises
frequently emerge, exacerbated by legal disparities, cultural patriarchy, role conflicts, and the pervasive
influence of gender stereotypes (Mehrizi, 2003). Within the Islamic world, this confluence of factors has
led to widespread debates among intellectuals who see the issue of female identity as central to the broader
question of societal reform and progress (Zolfali & Ghaffari, 2009).

The study of women's identity in this context is not merely theoretical. It has direct implications
for policymaking and governance. Contemporary Muslim thinkers are often situated at the crossroads of
religious interpretation and social reform, and their views carry weight in legal, cultural, and political
spheres. These thinkers are not monolithic: while some maintain a traditionalist position grounded in
immutable religious precepts, others advocate for reinterpretation of scriptural texts in light of
contemporary social needs (Khorramshad, 2003; Khosropanah Dezfuli, 2017). A third group adopts a more
future-oriented, contextualized engagement with modernity (Karbalaei Nazar, 2020; Sarparast Sadat, 2014).
These positions often correspond to broader ideological camps—namely traditionalists, modernists, and
secular reformists—each constructing different frameworks for understanding and reformulating women's
identity. The dichotomy between empowerment and restriction, between progressive participation and
conservative retreat, has shaped the evolution of social identity for women in Muslim contexts (Mehrpour,
2000).

This research seeks to map the evolution of the concept of women's social identity in the thought
of contemporary Muslim intellectuals, analyzing the shifts in discourse and the ideological currents that
underpin them. By doing so, it contributes to the ongoing debate on gender equity, cultural authenticity,
and the prospects for social transformation in Muslim societies. It further seeks to understand how the
dynamics of religious reinterpretation and sociopolitical development intersect, influence, and transform
gendered identity in Islamic contexts. The study ultimately aims to offer a grounded theoretical model that
not only captures the conceptual shifts but also provides pathways for practical policy and educational
reforms related to women's empowerment.

Methods and Materials

This study employs a qualitative research design based on grounded theory methodology. It draws
inspiration from the social actors’ approach and aims to explore the conceptual evolution of women’s
social identity as articulated by contemporary Muslim thinkers. The research corpus includes scientific
texts and scholarly materials that reflect the intellectual positions of influential Muslim thinkers from the
late 20th century onward. Theoretical sampling was used to select texts that hold significant influence in
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sociopolitical and legal discourse across the Islamic world. Data saturation was reached when no new
categories emerged.

Data were collected through extensive library research and semi-structured content analysis of key
texts. Using Strauss and Corbin’s three-stage coding framework (open, axial, and selective coding),
researchers identified conceptual themes, organized categories, and constructed the theoretical model. The
reliability of coding was ensured using intra-subject agreement between two coders, achieving a minimum
of 60% concordance. Analytical rigor was maintained through systematic comparisons and conceptual
triangulation across texts.

Findings

The coding process led to the identification of 156 initial subthemes, which were refined and
grouped into core thematic categories. These categories reveal the multidimensional nature of social
identity transformation in women’s roles and statuses as perceived by Muslim thinkers. Five primary
domains were identified: causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening factors, strategic responses,
and conceptual outcomes. Paradigmatic coding helped to establish links among these domains, showing
how political, educational, and cultural shifts post-1979 revolution significantly altered societal
expectations and participation patterns among women.

Among causal conditions, revolutionary shifts and legal reforms were pivotal in prompting
women’s public participation, especially in civil society, education, and politics. Contextual conditions
such as the Iran-Iraq war catalyzed women’s engagement in previously male-dominated spheres due to
labor shortages and emergent social needs. Intervening factors included legal restrictions (e.g., mandatory
hijab laws), social conservatism, and role conflict, which continued to inhibit full empowerment despite
broader structural changes. Strategic responses included increasing legal literacy among women,
expanding educational access, promoting women’s rights through reinterpretation of religious texts, and
encouraging political participation.

These efforts yielded both positive and negative outcomes. On the one hand, there has been a
noticeable rise in women's educational attainment, social mobility, and political involvement. On the other
hand, persistent structural and cultural barriers, including legal discrimination and identity dissonance,
remain. Overall, the findings suggest that the redefinition of women’s social identity is an ongoing,
dynamic process shaped by the interplay of religious reinterpretation, social change, and political
developments.

Discussion and Conclusion

This research constructs a theoretical model capturing the evolution of women's social identity in
contemporary Muslim thought. It demonstrates that identity is neither fixed nor monolithic, but instead
emerges from ongoing negotiations among ideological, political, and cultural forces. Traditionalist
thinkers frame identity within the boundaries of divine law, seeing roles as preordained and immutable.
In contrast, modernists seek to align Islamic teachings with rational, context-sensitive interpretations,
advocating for reinterpretation where scriptural texts appear to contradict modern gender norms. Secular
perspectives, often rooted in materialist and post-colonial critiques, view religious frameworks as
historically contingent and subject to sociopolitical critique.

The study shows that the transformation of women’s social identity is catalyzed by foundational
events such as the 1979 revolution and the Iran-lraq war, which disrupted traditional gender roles and




necessitated new configurations of female public engagement. Legal reforms, educational access, and
shifting societal expectations have played a critical role in empowering women. However, these advances
are continually mediated by enduring cultural norms and conservative interpretations of religious texts.

The findings also point to strategic pathways through which women have sought to negotiate these
constraints. Among the most effective have been increased educational participation, legal reforms, and
greater representation in policymaking arenas. These strategies not only amplify women’s voices but also
challenge entrenched gender stereotypes, gradually reshaping societal understandings of femininity,
capability, and citizenship. Yet, despite these developments, institutional inertia and patriarchal resistance
continue to limit progress.
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