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Introduction  

Clothes designing is one of the branches of applied arts that has a decisive 

role in creating and reviving the culture of any nation. Once, every 

individual considered clothing and covering to be only a protection against 

environmental threats and considered it a safe haven between themselves 

and the outside world. But over time, the same clothing had an other 

function and became a mechanism for identifying the individual in a 

community and a manifestation of the religious values and cultural customs 

and traditions of his nation. Although clothing was originally used to 

protect, identify, and explain one's  status, another function was later 

defined for it, and that was to clarify the traditions, values, and the culture 
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dominating the people of a nation ,4 since scholars believed that a large part 

of the cultural -identity manifestations of a nation always app ears in the 

fabric of its people's clothing.. As in the modern era, along with 

developments such as the globalization of culture and the growth of 

consumer culture, clothes designing and continuous monitoring of its 

features have become widespread and pervasive phenomena among 

contemporary nations and every individual tries to define their identity 

through clothes designing and connect to many of the collective, ethnic, and 

national groups to which they need to join. 5 Since clothing provides 

information abo ut identity, culture and more generally, the cultural identity 

of a nation, especially women's clothing - considering the specificity of their 

clothing among Islamic nations - the present study also aims to investigate 

the cultural identity of women's clot hing in Qajar era. Qajar was a period in 

which due to confronting with the West and the desire to experience the 

modern world, the court created the biggest challenges and led the Iranian 

nation on a fast-paced path to industrial Europe and breaking with l ong-

standing traditions. Of course, women, as the creators of half of the 

structure of Iranian society, were not immune from the course of events and 

changes in the intellectual and cultural spaces of the time.6 However, the 

analysis of historical illustra ted documents suggests that their clothing was 

designed and manufactured entirely based on the characteristics of Iranian-

Islamic identity and was distinct from Western wear culture. To reject or 

prove this hypothesis, the theoretical framework of research  based on the 

issue of structuralist identity is first proposed. Then, its characteristics were 

analyzed in every component of the structure of women's clothing of  

that era, and finally it was explained how each of these characteristics were 

used in the design and production of clothes. For the purpose of this 

research, gaining a comprehensive and deep understanding of the existing 

visual writings is so important in advancing the design of contemporary 

clothing that we can only consider the French researcher, Anatol Franceõs7 

view in this regard: ăIf I am allowed to choose one of the nonsenses that 

will be published in the world a hundred years after my death, I will 

                                                           
4 (Gheibi 2006, p. 30). 
5 (Gidenz 2008, p. 81). 
6 (Abazari &Tayebi 2017, p. 16). 
7 (1844-1924, cited in Qorbani 2003, p. 3). 
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definitely choose a fashion journal to see what clothes women wear and 

what they look like;  these innovations will make me more aware of how 

future human life will be than most of the writings of philosophers and 

storytellersó. 

Research Methodology  

The present study was conducted through a descriptive -content analysis 

method based on electronic and library resources In collecting historical 

illustrated data, the statistical population is considered to be based solely on 

court graphemes and illustrations of the only Qajar illustrated manuscript, 

i.e. One Thousand and One Nights by Sani-al-Mulk. Te n illustrations were 

selected from the target population using simple random sampling and 

analyzed using travelogue descriptions.  

Review of the Literature  

Although, extensive research has been done due to the existence of 

numerous documents from the Qajar era, there are few sources in the field 

of clothing of the people of that era that fall into three general categories: 1. 

Historical research, 2. Travelogues, and 3. Research with social and cultural 

approaches. The first category deals with a collection of studies that 

describe and explain the components of Qajar men's and women's clothing 

in their historical aspect which are followed by photographs of that time.  In 

this regard, research presented under the title, ăQajar Period Clothesó 

(Shahshahani 2017), ăEight Thousand Years of Iranian Clothing Historyó 

(Gheibi 2006), ăClothing in Iranó (Yarshater 2017), ăA Survey on Qajar Era 

Fashionó (Mobayeni & Asadi 2017), ăIranian Women in Western Travel 

Writers' Eyesó (Mehrabadi 2000), ăIranian Women's Clothes from  13th A.H. 

to the Presentó (Zoka 1957), are among very important books in this field. 

Among foreign writers, in his book The Story of Civilization, Will Durant 

(1997) described Qajar women based on their clothes in the society. The 

second category includes significant books such as Dieulafoyõs Travel Book 

(1982), Jacob Edward Pollock's Iran and Iranians, Carla Serena's Persons and 

Rituals and Lady Sheilõs Glimpses of Life and Manners in Persia. They 

accurately depicted Qajar clothes in different cases such as on courtiers or 

the public. The third category consists of the studies with a social approach 

such as Mana Abazari and Habibollah Tayebi's article entitled: ăA 

Comparative Study of Qajar Women's Clothes Before and After Nasereddin 
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Shah's Trip to Europeó. In this article, the authors have analyzed the 

clothing of Qajar women in three periods of tradition, transition and 

modernity, and have concluded that indoor clothing and footwear in the 

transition period and outerwear in the modern period have undergon e 

changes. Another study by Mahnaz Jahani and Sahar Changiz (2017) 

conducted a comparative analysis of women's clothes fashion at the court of 

Fath-Ali Shah and Nasereddin Shah. They found that the influence of the 

king's taste and will in each period has been a very effective factor in 

changing the model of court women's clothing and the point of difference 

between them. In her M.A. thesis entitled, ăIranian Clothes during Qajar 

Era in One Thousand and One Nights' Illustrations,ó Mahnaz Jahani 

compared the existing reports and the illustrations in One Thousand and One 

Nights with the aim of comprehensive clarification of clothing themes. 

Therefore, it can be generally concluded that the above-mentioned studies 

gave merely a descriptive report on Qajar clothes or showed the changes in 

clothes through comparative -social studies. While what distinguishes the 

subject of the present study is that for the first it aims to investigate Qajar 

women's clothing design based on the existing pictorial documents from a 

cultural point of view in order to identify how they benefited from the 

charactristics of Iranian- Islamic identity.  

Theoretical Framework  

Culture is one of the most ancient words in the Persian language, not  

only in the first  texts of Dari Persian prose, but also in the extant writings 

from the Pahlavi language with roots meaning educating and teaching 

proper conduct 8. However, Edward Taylor - the first to bring culture out of 

its classical definition - said that culture as a whole is intertwined with 

knowl edge, religion, art, ethics, customs, and any abilities and habits  

that a person acquires in a society.9 In this sense, there is no uncivilized 

human being and uncivilized society. Therefore, what distinguishes human 

beings or societies in general is the difference in form, meaning, simplicity, 

or complexity in cultural elements that encompass all knowledge, belief,  

art, ethics, and habits and the person belonging to that society acquires 

them. Kroeber and Kluckhohn  believed that ăculture consists of patterns, 

                                                           
8 (Ashouri 2012, pp. 25-26). 
9 (cited in Ashouri 2012, p. 75). 



The Manifestation of Iranian -Islamic Identity in Qajar Women's Clothes Designing  

 

SPEKTRUM IRAN È 33. Jg. È Nr. 3/4 ð2020 95 

explicit and implicit, of and for behavior acquired and transmitted by 

symbols, constituting the distinctive achievement of human groups ó10. 

Accordingly, culture is considered to be the most important element in  

the formation of the existence of a society that, if deviated, even if that 

society is economically, politically, industrially and militarily powerful; but 

in terms of identity, it becomes null and void. In other words, culture is one 

of the most important and richest sources of identity that people are always 

resorting to its components and elements to find identity whose literal 

meaning is the truth and nature of what is being said in response to the 

question of who and how it is, and as a fluid and multifaceted phenomenon 

which is the result  of a continuous historical process that is constantly 

changing under environmental conditions. Thus, identity is considered as 

an integral and complementary element to culture, as sociologists refer  

to identity as cultural identity in a broader sense in relation to culture. In 

this regard, there are three general views: 1. Essentialist view: In this nature-

oriented view, cultural identity is considered as a fixed and unchangeable 

essence. 2. Discoursal point of view: cultural identity and social issues  

are the achievements of discourse, thus social categories are constructed 

and addressed in discourses. Therefore, social realities are born and formed 

in discourses, and because discourses are fluid, cultural identities can also 

be fluid, changeable, and transformative.11 3. Structuralist view:  

cultural identity is a social construct which has not been discovered, but 

formed on the basis of social circumstances of human beings. Accordingly, 

identity and culture are both related to social interactions and  

dialectic association between social and mental networks12. Thus, the 

present study, based on this approach, has considered the cultural  

identity hidden in the design of Qajar women's clothing as part of  

the characteristics and conditions of Islamic Iran, w hich has distinguished 

their clothing from the wear culture  of other nations, especially the  

West. 

 

 

                                                           
10 (1952, p. 181, cited in Eivazi, 2007, p. 5). 
11 (Tajik, 2000, 17). 
12 (Seifzadeh, 2000, 250). 
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Identity Components in Clothes Designing  

Clothing, which is one of the most essential human needs and has a history 

as old as his biological life, has found many manifestations commensurate 

with different periods, thus it cannot be separate from the history of human 

thought. According to Anne Hollander, the body has a different shape and 

texture with or without clothing, so it becomes something new when t he 

clothes shows up.13 This interpretation clearly shows the power of clothes 

designing, thus the most important part of clothes designing, without which 

it becomes only a cover to protect the body, can be considered as the 

creation of new ideas. In his book Clothing and Fashion, Kelsie Cruse referred 

to the high power of clothes designing as wearable art for conveying values, 

since ideas arise from the creative 

minds and are influenced by the 

circumstances of a nation and are 

placed on the bodies of its people.14 

According to the book Clothing in Iran 

by Yarshater, clothes designing also 

requires an understanding of people's 

social and cultural behaviors and 

knowledge of their religious, 

doctrinal, magical, taboo, and belief 

systems, because these values help to 

preserve cultural identity in the 

history of generations15. Therefore, in 

order to be able to provide an 

interpretation of a garment with the 

characteristics of an innovative, 

original, meaningful and creative 

thought and to be understood as an 

artistic  format in the context of 

cultural identity, design must have 

some components which meet human 

needs and purposes and get assessed 

                                                           
13 (Hollander, 1975, 27-33). 
14 (Cruse, 2012, 70). 
15 (Yarshater 2004, pp. 17-18). 

Figure 1: common clothing of Qajar 
women inside and outside the house 

Source: Golestan Museum Palace 
Library  

 



The Manifestation of Iranian -Islamic Identity in Qajar Women's Clothes Designing  

 

SPEKTRUM IRAN È 33. Jg. È Nr. 3/4 ð2020 97 

based on the following four approaches: 

1. Nationalistic Approach  

Nationalism is a kind of collective consciousness shared by a group or 

nation shaping different dimensions of identity. As Anthony Smith stated, 

nationalism constantly redefines and reinterprets the pattern of values and 

traditions making up the heritage of the distinction between nations' which 

makes it possible to identify individuals with that pattern and distinction 16. 

In this regard, the use of traditional clothing based on values, rituals and 

traditions left behind induces a kind of indigenous identity that has 

occurred in designing Qajar women's clothing by t wo components.  

1.1. Conventionality  

The prevalence of a particular type of clothing in a spontaneous manner 

indicates its acceptability17. In this regard, the clothing of Qajar women, 

according to the tradition of their mothers and ancestors' clothing and 

believing in what has always been so, was divided into two parts, indoor 

and outdoor, each of which was used in conjunction with their own space.  

In fact, these clothes were designed based on principles and doctrines 

prevailing in Qajar era and achieved fr om previous eras especially Safavid. 

Mitra Mehrabadi's research about chador, chaghchoor (special type of skirt), 

burka, giveh (handwoven -top shoes) and galesh (traditional footwear) 

quoted from Shirley brothers' travelogue written during the reign of the 

Safavid Shah, Abbas the Great, ăgenerally speaking, women are beautiful 

and put on chador and burka so that the sun never shines on their facesó18. 

This type of clothing can be seen among the outdoor clothes of Qajar 

women. They used chador and chaghchoor when they went to bazaar and 

took off the burka when talking to the salespeople. Their indoor clothes 

included short open dresses, arkhalig, long corrugated skirts, embroidered 

shoes and footwear which were similar to Safavid clothing according to 

Tavernier, the French travel writer (Figure 1). 

 

                                                           
16 (Smith, 2004, p. 30). 
17 (Ghorbani 2008, p. 62). 
18 (Mehrabadi 2007, p. 125). 
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1.2. Value Creation  

Every clothing requires a ready-made context when it is designed,  

and value creation is one of the prerequisites for its promotion. One  

of the ways to create value is to redefine the norms, principles and  

common patterns among the target nation. In other words, the creation  

of a new plan arising from the culture of that nation is important in  

order to achieve this goal.19 In Iranian culture, the use of the head  

covering means keeping the head clean from all kinds of impurities,  

and the head is considered as the highest part of the body and the  

source of respectable thoughts and spiritual instincts20. Therefore,  

in the design of women's clothing, hijab (the Islamic dress code) has  

always been considered as the main component of clothing, and its 

decorations and accessories are produced according to the conditions.  

In the illustrated pictures of Qajar women's indoor clothes, women wore 

special headdresses made of embroidered termeh (a luxurious Iranian 

handwoven fabric) with silk and a net or ornamental cloth hung from the 

back (Figure 2).  

They also attached a feather called jeqqe to the straps around their  

head. Later, charghad became popular. Charghad was a thin, square  

cloth which was f olded in 

half to form a triangle 

when being used. Then  

it was placed on their  

head so that the right 

angle was behind the head 

while it was fixed with a 

pin under their chin in 

accordance with the size  

of their face21. It must be 

mentioned that charghad 

was simpler than 

headdresses with net and 

                                                           
19 (Farbod 2018, p. 20). 
20 (Mounesi Sorkheh 2017, pp. 113-114). 
21 (Jahani & Changiz 2017, p. 392). 

Figure 2: Types of Qajar women's headgear with a 

quadrangle or a ribbon tied around the head with its upper 

collars 

Source: Golestan Museum Palace Library, picture of One 

Thousand and One Nights book 
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they applied some innovations to preserve its ornamental function  

(figure 3). 

2. Religious approach  

Clothing in Persian is a sign of 

human dignity and means, in its 

explicit sense, to wear, cover or 

put on cloth es. According to The 

Culture of Nakedness and the 

Nakedness of Culture by Haddad 

Adel, clothing also has an 

implied meaning and is 

considered as a means of 

concealing the body.22 As 

Strabo, the Greek historian of 

the 1st century B.C. mentioned, if 

a part of Iraniansõ body was 

naked, they considered it 

immodest and most people wore 

ankle length clothing. 23 In fact, 

the primary function of clothing 

was a response to the intrinsic 

needs of Iranians for camouflaging themselves which was applied 

according to the circumstances and environment the result of which was to 

avoid nakedness. According to Islam, clothing and modesty are tightly 

connected, since clothing is a type of moral veil encompassing two 

functions of preserving one's personality and respecting social dignity and 

both are generally accepted by observing the principles of modesty, chastity 

and virtuousness in relation to each another24. Regarding the two following 

components, the aforementioned religious principles were delicately and 

vitally observed wh en designing Qajar women's clothes. 

 

 

                                                           
22 (Haddad Adel 1993, p. 41). 
23 (Gheibi 2006, p. 124). 
24 (Babaei & Akbari 2014, p. 243). 

Figure 3: The Qajar woman's head covering inside 

the house is hung as a decorative hat and lace 

source: Brooklyn Museum  
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2.1. Covering  

Covering in Islam means having hijab 

within the framework of Islamic law and 

the custom of society. Thus, its primary 

characteristic is to cover the body in a way 

it avoids nakedness whi le not being 

diaphanous which is clearly shown in 

Qajar women's clothes while being 

colorful, beautiful and having a few pieces 

indicated in the illustrated documents. 

Figure 4 shows three types of covering: an 

old woman with a chador, burka and 

pants corrugated at her ankle; a court 

woman wearing a corrugated skirt, 

arkhalig (a long tight -waist jacket), and a 

headband; and maids with arkhalig, 

corrugated skirts, and charghads pinned 

under their chin. It must be mentioned 

that all women were dressed in navy  blue 

chadors, and green, purple, gray or red 

Figure 4: Types of Qajar women's clothing with full co verage and at least nudity 

Source: Golestan Museum Palace Library, pictures of One Thousand and One Nights book 

Figure 5: Full coverage of Qajar 
woman with embroidered chador and 

loose pants 
Source: https://www.pinterest.com/  

bardya/qajar -painting  
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loose pants made from chelvar (cotton fabric) (Figure 5). Later, the women 

of the court decorated their chadors with braids and a silver ribbon and 

sewed a cord around their waist or head to keep the chador tight (Abazari  

& Tayebi 2017, p. 18). Other women wore darker chadors with golden 

embroideries.  

2.2.Abstractness 

Abstractness in designing equals with creativity and unpretentiousness, 

while having the principles of practicality and dressing up. According t o 

the authors, this component was 

applied to Qajar women's clothes 

through simple cuts and 

fragmentation. Each piece, made of 

embossed fabrics especially decorated, 

was often sewn with a lining in order 

to hide the major parts of their body 

while giving th em a good shape. 

3. Humanistic approach  

A number of humanistic principles, 

apart from any social and geographical 

restrictions, form an approach with 

two aspects related to the human body 

and spirit. The spiritual aspect deals 

with cultural identity and t he physical 

aspect deals with choices and tastes 

which are related to the human body. 

Cultural identity is implicitly 

embedded in one's taste, thus people 

choose their clothes and redefine their 

culture based on their tastes and 

mindsets. In other words, i ndividuals' 

tastes create their cultural identity and 

each nation is formed by the 

combination of its individuals' tastes 25. 

                                                           
25 (Khazaei 2008, p. 30). 

Figure  6: dancing maiden, Qajar 

woman with thin silk skirt to control 

sweating and skin health 

Source: Sotheby's Auction  



Mona Jahanpour / Fahimeh Zarezadeh  

 

102 SPEKTRUM IRAN È 33. Jg. È Nr. 3/4ð2020  

In this regard, two following 

components are of great importance:  

3.1. Balance 

Balance refers to the state of being 

physically and psychologically 

comfortable with clothing coordinated 

with human ergonomics
26

. This 

component was well considered in 

Qajar women's clothes, for instance they 

wore some dresses made of high quality 

silk under their clothes in order to 

observe perspiration and skin health 

and also facilitated the process of 

breast-feeding. Moreover, they put on 

loose pants for ease of sitting and 

moving. Under the silk skirts, they wore 

tight pants to keep beauty, cover and 

comfort. Multi -piece clothing was also 

utilized f or making a sense of comfort for 

women so that they could adjust them 

based on indoor or outdoor 

circumstances or the temperature. Figure 

6 illustrates the use of bird and floral 

motifs around the collar, Islamic motifs 

on the skirt, ornamental ribbons and  

stone embroideries on the sleeves which 

changed a simple fabric into an Iranian 

painting. The loose cloche sleeves made 

it easy to move the hands while its silk 

textile brought coolness for the users. In 

Figure 7 attention has been paid to how 

to decorate the garment along with the 

balancing component. Embroidered tight 

                                                           
26. (Tavassolian 2016)  

Figure 7: Qajar woman with thin silk 

skirt and embroidered tight pants for 

ease of sitting and moving 

Source: Art Museum of Georgia  

 

Figure 8: Qajar woman dressed up in fully 

embroidered clothes made of nationally 

designed 

Source: https://www.pinterest.com/pin/  

458804280766165022 

https://www.pinterest.com/pin/
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pants besides delicate skirts complete other pieces of clothing while 

emphasizing modesty, beauty and ease.  

3.2. Being ornamental  

Clothing meets one of the most natural needs of human beings, and 

ornaments one of the additional aspects of Iranian clothes designing, thus in 

designing Qajar women's clothing, it is also a self-reliant element. 

Ornaments in Iranian clothes were presented based on designs and 

patterns, not gender. Historical ill ustrated documents attest to the fact that 

ornaments were the integral part of Qajar women's clothes. All the 

following elements played a significant role in beautifying clothes: fabric 

application (appropriate pattern, color and their composition), colors  and 

patterns application (the principles of beautifying the style through proper 

use of linear patterns and colors), ornaments application (using accessories 

such as ribbons, buttons and traditional stitches in special parts of the 

clothes or the edges)27.  

Figure 8 shows the application of delicate ornamental ribbons full of 

stone and pearl embroideries on the sleeves and around the collar. There is 

a dress under the coat with ornaments on the collar and accessories such as 

luxurious necklaces for decorating the dress. For completing the upper part 

of the clothing, a red velvet headband and skirt are both designed with 

interesting Islamic and botte jeqqe motifs (traditional Iranian motif 

resembling cypress tree bent in the wind).  

4. Social approach 

Clothin g can be a tool for socialization, controlling social issues and 

liberating from some restrictions. Soheila Shahshahani believes that one of 

the most basic human emotions that is taught by clothing is the feeling of 

shame. When someone wears inappropriate clothes, they become ashamed 

and this feeling is induced by the society (Shahshahani 2017, p. 49). 

Therefore, appropriate clothing must be in accordance with the norms of 

the society to be capable of preserving the cultural identity in the history of 

their  generations. Changes in clothes designing and producing may bring 

about identification or unidentification in a nation. To examine how this 

                                                           
27 (Mounesi Sorkheh 2017, p. 112). 
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approach is considered in Qajar women's clothing, three components have 

been considered. 

4.1. Novelty  

Clothes designing satisfies both the desire to be in harmony with others and 

to be separated from them in a society. Therefore, by introducing a new 

element to it, one feels 

both different and 

original and obtains  

the approval of the 

majority who dress  

like them. 28 Anne 

Hollander in her article 

ăThe Modernization of 

Fashionó stated that 

ădesigning ordinary 

material objects began  

to seem less like merely 

providing trivial 

ornaments or practical 

tools, and more like 

finding an authentic medium for personal aesthetic e xpression, even for 

collective moral expressionó. During Qajar era, although some models and 

designs from the West were introduced into Iranian women's clothing due 

to the extensive relations between Iran and the Europe, clothes designers 

preserved Iranian rituals and tradition when designing. According to 

Pollack and Wells, two doctors who had permission to get inside the court, 

women wore dresses with transparent back, and knee length skirts, while 

most of their upper body was naked. They put on tight top s with or without 

women's underwear exactly similar to the underwear Victorian authors 

mentioned in their works 29. On his travel to Saint Petersburg and watching 

the ballet dancers at Kaolin Theater, Nasereddin Shah decided to change his 

wives' style of clothing in the way western women were. He commanded 

his wives to wear short umbrella skirts with tight pants. Thenceforth, a new 

                                                           
28 (Stotzel 1992, p. 350). 
29 (Boloukbashi 2013, p. 222). 

Figure 9: Qajar women with short corrugated shalites based 
on European ballerinas' style 
Source: Victoria and Albert Museum  


