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Abstract 

Since the outbreak of the coronavirus, domestic violence, as the most common type of violence against women, 
had been raised globally. Lockdown, as a security measure taken during the pandemic, has forced women 
to stay at home with the people who are the perpetrators of violence against them. In this predicament, it 
seems that the number of victims in countries like Iran, in which women have no support from civic society 
and the legal authorities, is higher than in other communities. Likewise, this research aims to assess the 
prevalence of domestic violence against Iranian women during the pandemic, based on some scattered reports, 
recent interviews, and field studies. Accordingly, “coercive control” is used as a tool to analyze the data 
collected in this study. 
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Introduction 

During the late 19th century and by the 
time of the establishment of national and 
international women’s rights 
organisations, violence against women 
had been raised globally as a great issue of 
concern. Subsequently, in the early 1990s, 
effective laws were considered and then 
approved to prevent violence against 
women. However, despite all these efforts, 
violence against women has not stopped. 
As Garcia-Moreno explains, this type of 
violence is the most widespread and 
embarrassing human rights violation. 

Studies show that ‘domestic violence’ 
is among the most common type of 
violence against women. Since the 
outbreak of the coronavirus in 2020, 
women around the world have been 
confined to their homes, and in many 
cases, have been subjected to violence. 

Domestic violence against women has 
increased worldwide as a result of the 
effects of COVID-19. Lockdown, as a 
security measure taken during the 
pandemic, has forced women who are 
suffering from domestic violence to stay 
inside with the people who are the 
perpetrators of violence against them. 

In this predicament, the number of 
victims in countries like Iran, in which 
women have no support from civic society 
and the legal authorities, is higher than in 
other communities. Current laws and 
regulations in Iran do not allow any 
organization, convergence, political 
mobilization or even female solidarity to 
support women. Accordingly, women 
have no tools to tackle this situation. 

The lack of transparency in the Iranian 
legal system and the fundamental 

mechanisms of the state indicate that there 
is no willingness to prevent violence 
against women. The Islamic Regime is 
strongly opposed to providing statistics 
about social harms, and even, in many 
cases, denies these harms exist. Moreover, 
there are almost no governmental or 
independent organisations or institutions 
in Iran to support women who are victims 
of domestic violence. This is despite the 
fact that Iran is one of only a few countries 
that have not signed a 1979 UN 
Convention on the elimination of all 
forms of discrimination against women. 

 Methods: Study design 

Although there is lack of official 
statistical data to measure the impacts of 
the pandemic on women in Iran, this 
research aims to assess the prevalence of 
domestic violence against Iranian women 
during the pandemic, based on some 
scattered reports, recent interviews, and 
field studies. However, high-ranking 
officials, including Iranian Vice President 
for Women and Family Affairs Masoumeh 
Ebtkekar, have denied the high rates of 
domestic violence against women in Iran. 
Nevertheless, this article aims to draw 
attention to unheard voices who are 
dealing with such problems in the Iranian 
society. 

A recent meta-analysis shows that the 
frequency of physical, emotional, and 
sexual violence against Iranian women 
before the coronavirus was 45, 59, and 
32%, respectively. Furthermore, in order 
to reveal the level of domestic violence, 
during the quarantine 2020s, this study is 
based on a qualitative approach, in the 
form of in-depth interviews with 33 
participants based in Iran. It shows, first 
and foremost, the urgent need to develop 
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ways of controlling and reducing this 
destructive phenomenon. The interviews 
were conducted with a number of middle-
class females in Tehran. They show the 
prevalence of domestic violence and abuse 
against women during the pandemic 
(2019–2020). The main question for the 
participants was: ‘Did the male figures in 
your life implement more controlling 
behaviors during quarantine? What were 
these behaviors?’ 

 Since ‘domestic violence’ has widely 
different dimensions, and studying some 
areas of it requires access to specific 
clinical and legal statistics, this research 
will address only one dimension, namely 
‘coercive control’ or ‘controlling 
behaviuor’. Accordingly, coercive control 
is the lens used to analyse the data 
collected in this study. 

 Research population and participants 

For this study, the sample population 
was middle-class females in Tehran, the 
capital city of Iran, and the target age was 
between 15 and 35 years old. This age limit 
as chosen to include only those whom 
Khosravi calls the ‘third generation’. The 
central question was: ‘When did you feel 
that the male figure in your life was 
controlling you? What was the story of 
this experience?’ It is imperative to note 
that the findings of this research cannot be 
generalised to the rest of the community, 
but the study might be a step forward that 
enriches further discourse. 

Coercive control 

As a type of domestic abuse, coercive 
control attempts to encompass a range of 
strategies employed to dominate 
individual women in their personal lives, 
and this does not always involve physical 

violence. Instead, the violence can include 
psychological, sexual, economic, as well as 
verbal threats or emotional abuse. 
However, based on humanitarian 
protection rules to recognise an act as 
abuse, it needs to reach a minimum level 
of severity to constitute persecution or 
serious harm. Moreover, coercive control 
as a behavioural model aims to control 
and manipulate a person, and this might 
have serious negative impacts on the 
social and mental health of vulnerable 
individuals. 

Evan Stark, possibly the world’s 
leading authority on coercive control, 
explains in his book Coercive Control: 
The Entrapment of Women in Personal 
Life that, as a form of domestic violence, 
it creates invisible chains that allow men to 
violate women’s human rights with 
impunity. Stark argues that most men use 
coercive control to weaken women’s 
autonomy through ‘micro regulation’ of 
their daily activities. As he describes it, this 
takes the form of ‘usurping and mastering 
a partner’s subjectivity’, which ignores a 
woman’s freedom and her access to equal 
personhood and free choices. He also 
employs the term ‘liberty crime’ to 
describe this phenomenon. 

Stark considers masculinity to be 
associated more with being in control than 
having the ability to use force. In his 
words, the assumption is that masculinity 
equals universal humanity and femininity 
is equivalent to the irrational, emotional, 
and immoral. Therefore, the men who 
have defined genders in such polarised 
ways believe that they have the 
permission, the right, and the power to 
control every aspect of women’s lives, 
including their thoughts, feelings, 
behaviour, and mobility. Stark’s theory 
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highlights the contextuality of male 
domination in the personal lives of 
women. In Stark’s words: ‘male 
domination in personal life is organised 
through a technology that is situationally 
specific and yet articulated at key points 
with larger discriminatory structure’. 

Others, such as Hester, contend that 
male domination achieves continuity and 
persistence, at different times and in 
different places, because historically men 
use specific features to subordinate 
women. Accordingly, male domination 
and control over women present 
themselves in different guises depending 
on the context. 

This article, in particular, refers to the 
concept of coercive control during the 
pandemic (2019–2020) in the context of 
Iran, where not only is there no formal 
gender equality, but also the state’s laws 
and policies overtly dismiss women’s 
rights, and the state is an aggravator of 
violence in itself. 

Data collection 

As Johan Galtung demonstrates in his 
Cultural Violence, the different meaning 
of violence in each society can make direct 
and structural violence look, and even feel, 
justified—or at least not wrong in some 
communities. Galtung argues that the 
manner in which ‘one-way cultural 
violence works is by changing the moral 
color of an act from red/ wrong to 
green/right or at least yellow/acceptable’. 
This is exactly what is happening in Iran; 
in some respects, coercive control has 
even been considered to be a positive act, 
and the affirmative face of masculinity. 

 In other words, the cultural system in 
Iran does not recognise some destructive 

acts or incidents that happen in a woman’s 
life to be essentially violent. Cultural 
education has designated these acts as the 
reality of people’s lives to such a degree 
that it has become part of the normal 
course of life. The word gheiyrat (zeal) in 
Iranian culture reflects this claim. 

 In Iran, a relevant percentage of men, 
in order to prove their masculinity and 
show their care to women, control the way 
women dress, use makeup, talk, think, and 
behave: they call it gheiyrat. Indeed, in 
Iran, coercive control is portrayed as an 
acceptable and sometimes normal act by 
men. In fact, many Iranian women have 
accepted that this controlling behaviuor 
from men is part of their masculine 
identity, and it is unchangeable. As, 
Ashraf, one of the interviewees states: 

 I grew up in an open-minded family 
and I’ve never wore the hijab in our 
family gatherings. After marrying my 
husband who is from a traditional 
family, he not only forces me to wear 
the hijab, but also asks me to wear 
loose clothes similar to his mother’s. 
He also told me to not wear or buy any 
makeup. Whenever I complain about 
my husband and his controlling 
behaviour to my parents or even my 
husband’s parents, I am told that it is 
good that your husband has gheirat. It 
means he cares about you. They do not 
understand and do not want to 
understand my pains. This is a cultural 
problem and since as my own parents 
don’t understand my suffering, I must 
remain silent and live with it. They do 
not see this controlling as a big 
problem at all. 

 On the other hand, because of the 
economic, social, and cultural positions of 
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women in Iran, divorce cannot be an 
option for most women. There is a 
common saying between Iranians that 
states, “An Iranian woman enters her 
husband’s house in a white wedding dress, 
and she should leave in a shroud (the same 
white dress); under no circumstances 
should a woman separate from her 
husband, and get a divorce’. As a result, 
many women in Iran endure violence, and 
prefer not to report it, in order to avoid 
the stigma. 

 This controlling behaviour over 
women can be observed in all men who 
are mahram of a woman. In other words, 
the control is not just exerted by the father 
or husband, but also by the brother, the 
grandfather, all the uncles, and so on. 
Likewise, if a woman does not behave or 
dress in a certain way, her father or 
husband are branded as bigheirat (a 
person perceived to lake gheirat or ‘zeal’) 
by other men, which is extremely 
humiliating. The following is the story of 
one of the interviewees named Bahareh: 

 When I posted a photo of myself 
without hijab on Instagram, with the 
consent of my husband, a group of 
close and distant relatives questioned 
my husband and advised him to 
control my behaviour. They warned 
him that he would face trouble, 
otherwise. And some others called him 
bigheirat. As a result, my husband 
asked me to close my account. 
However, my husband knew that these 
people (mostly old or middle-aged 
family members) were not right, and 
the issue wasn’t their concern, but he 
preferred not to argue with them, and 
instead forced me to close my account. 
This option seemed easier for him than 

convincing, or arguing with, the 
relatives. 

 The majority of these participants 
suggested that some cultural aspects were 
a big problem in the interview. At times, 
they were so disheartened about 
remedying the situation that they assumed 
it was impossible to make any changes, as 
most of the problems are rooted in the 
culture which is hardly affected by the 
religion. In other words, since the 
controlling behaviours of men are 
culturally accepted by the majority of 
Iranian society, even those who think 
differently prefer not to oppose prevailing 
thinking. 

Legal context: The criminal status of 
domestic abuse 

Studying the legal status of women 
offers a more comprehensive 
understanding of how domestic violence 
is conceptualized and understood within 
the Iranian context. The misogynistic laws 
in Iran are an obvious testament to the 
situation of women in such a society. 
Structural violence in written law in Iran is 
a significant barrier to women improving 
their conditions. In such a situation 
nothing will happen in practice, as there is 
no inclination within the power structure 
for changing the law. As Maryam, one of 
the interviewees explains: 

Girls like me, who at the age of 19 are 
constantly controlled by their fathers 
and brothers, have no choice but to 
accept these conditions—because the 
law gives the right to men. It is 
inconceivable for me to even think 
about going to the police station and 
saying ‘because of fear of my father 
and brother I cannot leave my room at 
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home [she was explaining while she 
was laughing]. Here, my father can 
behead me, like Romina’s father, 
without fear of the law. I can only wish 
for a good husband [laughing out 
loud]. 

The lack of official data in this respect 
shows that violence against women is not 
understood as an issue of gender 
inequality by the Iranian state. The gender 
ideology behind women’s legal status 
reflects not only the fact that the regime 
does not recognize the need to protect 
women from violence, but is itself an 
important instrument of the violation of 
women’s rights. Some articles under the 
Iranian Civil Code plainly encourage 
violence against women. One is article 
1108 in which women must renounce 
their own sexuality, and submit to sexual 
activity with their husbands regardless of 
their own feelings, state of health, or 
preferences. Based on this article women 
cannot refuse to have sex with their 
husband. Hamideh Sedghi designates 
women in Sharia law as the weaker sex, 
have lesser status, and have to be moti’eh 
or obedient to men’s will. 

 The Iranian Regime refuses to 
acknowledge that rape and sexual assault 
can occur within marriage. Thus, the lack 
of legal support discourages women from 
reporting sexual violence. In addition, as 
the religious culture has been the most 
important source of education in Iran, the 
majority of women do not consider such 
sexual behaviour by their husbands as 
violence, but as part of a man’s nature and 
desire. As Zahra explains: 

Whenever my husband is stressed, he 
usually releases himself sexually. This 
does not bother me much because I 

finally must meet my husband’s needs, 
but I was experiencing a lot of stress 
during the quarantine period, not for 
myself but for my children. When my 
husband could not have sex with me 
during the day, as the children were at 
home, instead he fought with the 
children. My children hated their father 
during this period. I was also worried 
about my husband because I knew 
how much pressure he was under 
economically. 

Due to some culturally-related aspects, 
many interviewees were conservative in 
their answers. The point that most of 
them raised was what was about the aim 
of the interview. Almost all of them were 
concerned about sharing their private 
information, and wanted to know the 
purpose of talking about their problems. 
One of them, named Pari, pointed out the 
following: 

No problem can be solved unless the 
law and culture consider it to be a 
problem and a crime. I suggest you 
study the root of the problem which is 
religious law (sharia law) that allows all 
these things to happen. In the past, 
most people did not recognise religious 
law and culture as the main cause of 
their problems, but in recent years, 
surprisingly even religious people have 
pointed this out as the main factor as a 
cause of their suffering.  

The interview participants who were 
more religious believed that the Islamic 
Regime is abusing religion to further its 
interests, and that sharia law is not serving 
religion but rather the Regime’s ends. The 
younger participants did not really believe 
in religion. They mentioned that they did 
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not really know Islam. They stated that 
God and human rights are the only facts 
that they know and care about. In the 
words of another interviewee: 

These molas made our men sick. Our 
men do not really have any 
information about women and girls. 
From an early age molas separate girls 

and boys in school, and these poor kids 
grow up knowing nothing about each 
other. In the following years, the 
educational system which is also run by 
molas introduces girls to boys as 
objects. So, in this kind of situation it 
is completely understandable as why 
our men are unable to understand 
women’s needs and rights. 

Conclusion 

The main factors that cause domestic violence against women in developing societies 
include gender inequality, the existence of a patriarchal system, cultural acceptance of 
abuse against women, and also a perspective that regards woman as property. Associated 
with this, research illustrates the complex interplay between victims, perpetrators, the 
culture, and the state. 

 Controlling women’s behaviour can be seen almost in every aspect of Iranian family 
and society. I believe that ‘coercive control’, as the main tool of the patriarchal system, is 
violating women’s rights across different classes. The results of the interviews tell us that 
men controlling women at different social levels is something cultural, which sometimes 
is reproduced by women themselves. Most of the time, this cultural issue is invisible, or 
what Marilyn Loden referred to in 1978 as the ‘glass ceiling barrier for women’. 

 Although women who were the subject of domestic violence may not have reported 
it during quarantine, the cases seem to be increasing, due to increased restrictions. 
Nevertheless, women’s social and economic classification should not be ignored. Women 
who usually belong to a deprived class of society are facing more – and the harshest – 
violence. By confirming and developing a greater understanding of domestic violence 
against women during the quarantine, this article aimed at raising awareness on these 
issues, with the aim, first and foremost, to outline and implement strategies to ttackle and 
prossibly prevent a number of gender-related structural discriminations. 
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