(&) ATU
e WO
Quarterly Journal of Social Sciences Dpd PRESS

Vol. 31, No.106, Fall 2024, P 107-158
qjss.atu.ac.ir
DOI: 10.22054/qjss.2025.83663.2855

Beauty and Gender in Iranian Virtual Space:
Continuation of Inequality or Empowerment?

Mohammad Saeed | Professor, Department of Cultural Studies, Allameh

Zokaei Tabatabai University, Tehran, Iran

o .. * Ph.D. in Cultural Sociology, Department of Sociology,
Simin Veisi |‘ Allameh Tabatabai University, Tehran, Iran
Abstract

The space for expression in the virtual space has created opportunities for
equality and empowerment as well as subjugation.Using text analysis
methods, we went to the virtual space data and sampling continued until
theoretical saturation. Individualistic attitudes towards one's body can be
seen, but due to the importance of distinction in Iranian society, as well
as the beauty standards imposed by the family and work structure
(pressure and competition due to the marriage squeeze as well as the
atmosphere of private companies), Iranian women take refuge in beauty
stereotypes. By consuming beauty products, you should transform
yourself into a beautiful and well-made object with diverse and affected
by the market patterns,. The continuous presentation of the latest
products to complete the beauty and not having enough material capital
to create bodily cultural capital has caused constant anxiety. The theme
of beauty has expanded; Men, ethnicities and even people with defects
can also consider themselves beautiful, But there is still a common
denominator of beauty that has middle class form and promoted by
consumer culture. In the Iranian virtual space, obvious and increasing
consumption and forms of resistance are interwoven and have created a
variety of contradictory identities.
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1. Introduction

The definition of beauty is something that is first formed in the minds
and then manifested in reality, and on the other hand, the ideals of
beauty are formed based on intersubjective agreement. In the
traditional world, the definition of beauty was generally made by the
elite and nobility, creating a distinction between the elite and the
masses. In the modern era, mass media, as a type of powerful force,
can instill definitions of body and facial beauty in individuals. Since
women are always considered the "other" and the "object of the gaze",
all kinds of standards and, consequently, aesthetic products usually
target women more. Meanwhile, cyberspace plays an important role
due to its focus on images, which has enabled the exchange of
countless images and the transformation of oneself into an aesthetic
object. This research, by studying Iranian society and the use of social
media by women and men to redefine beauty and the body, seeks to
understand Iranian users' understanding of beauty and its
consequences for equality or increasing inequality between the two
Sexes.

2. Literature Review:

Razavizadeh and Yousefi (2018) examined the life experience of
married women in body management. The results of this study, which
was conducted using a qualitative method and through interviews with
38 married women, show that their conspicuous consumption is done
with goals such as promoting status, commodifying love, and ritual
self-expression. Akbarzadeh Jahromi et al. (2019) examined the role
of Instagram on women's beauty in their survey. The results showed
that with increasing Instagram usage, women's modern tendencies in
body management increase. Also, women who follow celebrities have
a higher level of body management in terms of attitude and behavior,
while their level of satisfaction with their bodies is also lower. Bahar
and Vakili (2011) used body groups to study men and women
shopping in shopping malls who consume cosmetics and goods. They
showed that makeup and facial beauty are defined as a postmodern,
trans-gendered thing, and we no longer see a difference in whether
makeup is feminine or masculine.
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3. Methodology:

In this research, we have used qualitative and specifically virtual
ethnography methods. The sampling was purposeful and included all
pages of people aged 15 and over (the age was determined from the
bio and content of the person's posts) who in Iran, on Facebook
(meta), Twitter, Instagram, Telegram, and YouTube, engaged in some
form of self-expression or discussion about beauty. Sampling
continued until theoretical saturation. Demographic and social factors
such as gender, age, class, ethnicity, and the like were considered in
the sampling as much as possible and based on available evidence. In
addition to the data obtained from the images being subjected to
semiotic analysis, the data obtained from the texts were also subjected
to thematic analysis. Thematic analysis can be a suitable method for
integrating scattered beauty-oriented data in Iranian cyberspace
(including the web and social networks) and transforming them into
themes, categories, and then meaningful narratives about this issue.
The validity and reliability of the data were achieved in accordance
with the qualitative criteria with credibility including "presence in
space" as well as "use of long-term observations."

4. Results:

It seems that Iranian cyberspace offers opportunities for
"personalizing beauty” and, in particular, having a personal style.
Despite the class aspect and the concept of family lineage in Iranian
society, individuality has gained a special importance. Individualism
has sometimes taken on an avant-garde form, as seen, for example, in
the faces of self-reliant women who have made slight modifications to
their appearance, And sometimes in neoliberal forms, with the
management of the body and the use of the criteria of the "other,” who
are generally men, and the world of consumption. The findings also
confirm the finding of bodily cultural capital because the influence
and spread of media culture. The dominance of media culture and the
norms formed around it causes people who have little or no cultural
beauty capital to pretend to have it. In addition to this, the marriage
dilemma and the beauty aspect of private companies that consider
appearance as a criterion for selecting women have led Iranian
women, after a period of social independence, to once again resort to
"luxurious beauty" and "hegemonic beauty stereotypes.” This issue
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has continued to the "objectification of women." The body is designed
for pleasure. In the meantime, not only must all kinds of suitable
consumer goods be consumed, but one must also transform oneself
into an object of beauty, all of whose characteristics originate from
market interests and neoliberal values. Men are also not immune to
market beauty standards, although the pressure on them is less.
Women who make attempts to escape beauty stereotypes are quickly
criticized by men, and more so by women, who point out attractive
features. To achieve these standards, they "emphasize sensual aspects"
and violate the chaste characteristics of Iranian society, but in some
cases they pay attention to these standards, and we witness a mixture
of recklessness and fake decency.

In Iranian society, especially with the increasing importance of
image, due to the expansion of virtual social networks, all new
changes in the field of fashion are accepted regardless of their
structural aspect. Since ideals are so scattered and diverse, it is
impossible to speak of just one model of beauty. Since ideals are so
scattered and diverse, it is not possible to speak of a single model of
beauty. Furthermore, since new products are being introduced every
moment to complete beauty, people are caught in a "double anxiety of
beauty" due to their lack of information about them and their lack of
sufficient material capital to create bodily cultural capital. While we
are witnessing the "expansion of the beauty issue,” there are also
ideals for men and other groups, but the linguistic structure, by
imposing linguistic dichotomies and by relating them to masculinity
as "not beautiful,” already deprives them of the responsibility that has
been built into this field and helps them to remain in a stronger
position.

In general, in cyberspace, increasing consumption and forms of
resistance exist in an intertwined manner.The combination of standard
and conventional beauty with the tastes and identity styles of different
groups creates “beauty bricolages” that present phenomena such as
stylish hijabs, hijab stylists, and Women with
headscarves(maghna'eh ), makeup on their faces, and pants at the same

time, women who must consider the interests of the market, the
government, and society.
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5.Conclusion:

We witness the struggle of an Iranian woman with the definitions
imposed on her by tradition, by the new world, and on the other hand,
the desire to let go of herself and enjoy herself. Cyberspace, with its
Transtemporal and spatial characteristics, has enabled the expansion
of the subject of beauty and its democratization, and has led to the
formation of forms of resistance.

But at the same time, this space has also led to the simultaneous
accumulation of imposed beauty stereotypes with an emphasis on
market standards, which ultimately leads to the objectification and
eroticization of individuals, especially women.
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